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From the Dream to the Womb: Visionary Impulse

and Political Ambivalence in The Great Gatsby

Chris Fitter

Chris Fitter is an

Assistant Professor of

English at Rutgers
University- Camden.
He is the author of

Poetry, Space, Land
scape: Toward a

New Theory (Cam

bridge UP, 1995) and
a variety ofarticles on

English and American
literature.

It seems hard to believe in our period, when a threedecade lurch to the political Right has anathematized
the word, but F. Scott Fitzgerald once, rather fash
ionably, believed himself to be a socialist. Some years
before, he had also, less fashionably, tried hard to
think himself a Catholic. While one hardly associ
ates the characteristic setting of Fitzgerald’s novels,
his chosen kingdom of the
fabulous, with
either proletarian solidarity or priestly devotions, it
will be the argument of this essay that a tension
between Left and religiose perspectives structures the
very heart of the
of The Great Gatsby. For
while Gatsby offers a detailed social picture of the
stresses of
advanced capitalist culture in the early
1920s, it simultaneously encodes its American expe
rience, at key structural moments, within the mitigat
ing precepts of a mystic Western dualism.
Attempting both a sustained close reading of the
novel, and the relocation of that reading within wider
philosophic and political contexts, this essay will
therefore consider the impact of a broad mystical
strain of Western thought upon Fitzgerald’s political
analysis. For while it is a commonplace that Fitzger
ald was fascinated, throughout his life, with what is
variously conceived as the “ideal,” “the Dream,”
“inspiration,” the “visionary,”
“Desire,” a tradition
with which this essay opens, the political uses of the
ideal have largely escaped notice. Fitzgerald’s
excitably visionary sensibility, nourished in high
school years by Catholic mysticism, fashioned him
into a superbly perceptive critic of the appropriation
of human need of the ideal by developments in
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American capitalism in the 1920s. In response to economic crisis in the early
years of this decade, the national advertising media developed and promoted a
new cult of glamour, seeking through its allure to create a mass consumer mar
ket and revivify the foundering work ethic. Fitzgeralds entrancement by the
suggestive power of beauty sensitized him both to the spell and the mendacity
of that mass promise: to the
contradiction between the fostered impulse
of ecstatic outreach and the terminal drudgery in which the many were
entrapped, a drudgery ideologically occluded by the national imagery of a "vast,
vulgar and meretricious beauty” allotted the glamorous few. It sensitized him,
too,
the crunch choice, in a polarized yet paralyzed legitimate economy,
between poverty and crime.
But if at
level the novel works to demystify North American society in
the Roaring Twenties, at another it redeploys the ideal to absolve the system
from its inequities, aligning the failure of economic and cultural aspiration with
a tradition of high metaphysical defeatism. The ancient creed of the unattain
ability of the Dream thus functions in theological exculpation of a social for
mation in crisis, conferring apotheosis on pessimistic quietism. Fitzgeralds
remystification of social values, and the ambivalent, uneasy conservatism that
asserts itself as the novel’s ultimate position, are confirmed, finally, in Gatsby's
construction of gender relations and of the lower classes. Woman, in Gatsby, is
the exquisite
of solipsistic disengagement from a social order in crisis:
not only at the obvious level of Romantic transcendentalism but as
on
a subliminal plane, through a submerged and recurrent maternal imagery of
sanctuarizing womb and suckling breast, a yearning for regressive, infantilizing
retreat from the relentless pressures of competition. Conversely, the spectral
underclass, simultaneously invisible and obtrusive, marginalized and central,
wreaks the novel’s horrific climax, emerging as the apocalyptic assassin of that
ideologically saturated “ideal” order. In summary, we
find that, in a ster
ile dialectic of demystification and prompt
the “Marxian” critical
perception so powerful in The Great Gatsby, rather than generating progressive
impulse, becomes, by anxious turns, metaphysically annulled, sexually eschewed
in regressive libido, and climactically demonized in proletarian displacement.
It is commonly acknowledged that at the heart of the novels of F. Scott Fitzger
ald there runs a poetry of desire, an unshakable process of quest set in motion
by beauty. The youthful reveries of Gatsby, for instance, effect perhaps what
Greek philosophy called a metanoia or conversion of
to a further dimen
sion of truth or destiny: “a satisfactory hint of the unreality of reality, a promise
that the rock of the world was founded securely on a fairy’s wing” (100).
Ineluctably compelled by visitations of a transfiguring beauty, oriented round a
field of transcendence, the novelist who in the 1920s styled himself the trum
peter of the Jazz Age would in an earlier age have articulated his ravishing dis
turbances in the discourse and dyad of a mystic. Listening to the “tuning fork
struck upon a star,” Fitzgerald stands squarely in an ancient and Western tradi
tion of inescapably frustrate enchantment. “Only I discern / Infinite passion,
and the pain of finite hearts that yearn,” wrote Browning; and these lucid terms
of Romantic formulation recapitulate a metaphysical tradition common to two
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millennia of idealist aesthetics. In this tradition, the cravings set in motion by
inspiration reach upward towards an ideality ontologically far removed in
splendor from the quotidian material realm, which the ideal haunts nonetheless
with a kind of incalculable and aesthetic gravitational pull. The ecstatic out
reach this inspires may be interpreted as towards the immaterial world of First
Forms (Plato) an Aristotelian Unmoved Mover that calls like a lover” (kinei
hos eromenon); it
be towards a transcendent Christian Creator, upon
whose natural forms play, in the discourse of Christian Platonism, dazzling
or enargeiai that draw back the contemplative observer into their divine
source; or it may be that the raptus draws poets into a pantheistic Romantic
world-spirit, into “a sense sublime / Of something
more deeply interfused.”
However construed, structural to the entire tradition is a shining higher order
by which mortals mired in a corrupt, contingent realm become, in Fitzgerald’s
language, "for a transitory enchanted moment compelled into an aesthetic con
templation” (Gatsby 182), and “gulp down the incomparable milk of wonder”
(112). Fitzgerald, then, and his Gatsby experience intimations of what was
once conceived as the “beatific.” Daisy, as the inexpressible exquisite disclosing
the radiant higher kingdom (here, indefeasible wealth), necessarily remains
descriptively discarnate, in contrast to the sexually profiled Jordan and Myrtle
(11,25). Daisy “gleams like silver,” like “the silver pepper of the stars,” exists as
a voice, “a singing compulsion,” “an incarnation,” educing the marriage of
“unutterable visions to her perishable breath” (150, 21, 9, 112).
But Daisy is, precisely, perishable: tragically inadequate to the inspiration
she kindles. For Fitzgerald, the terms the world affords for the instantiation of
ideality are inadequate; yet the ideal remains indefinable in terms of any other
order, any specifiable transcendent origin. Fitzgerald thus diverges from the
classic Western dualism that offers a transcendent situating of inspiration: for
him, it has neither “ground” nor viable instantiation. Displaced and demysti
fied by contemporary secular cynicism, Fitzgerald’s relation to the ideal is pre
cisely Nick’s:
Through all he said, even through his appalling sentimentality, I was
reminded of something — elusive rhythm, a fragment of lost words, that
I had heard somewhere a long time ago. For a moment a phrase tried
take
in my mouth and my lips parted like a dumb man’s, as though
there was more struggling upon them than a wisp of startled air. But they
made no sound, and what I had almost remembered was uncommunicable
forever. (112)

The traditional sacramental instinct endures, internalized yet alien, an elevated
profundity fast fading into unintelligibility. As a liminal reflex persisting with
in modern America’s metaphysical amnesia, its wording proves illegible to a
society whose telos is the vulgarity of private profit.
If beauty lacks a transcendent “ground,” personality’s
become prob
lematic, impossible of final judgment: there may, reflects Nick, or there may
not more to the lifestyle of romantic grace and aspiration than “ unbroken
series of successful gestures”; and conduct may ultimately be “founded on the
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hard rock or wet marshes” (2). Given the disappearance of an Absolute, the
emotional triad on which Gatsby is built is decisively distinct from that of
Christianity and Platonism. In the latter, awakened desire, colliding with a
resistant phenomenal world, can yet remain assured of some ultimate transla
tion
immutable and perfect transcendence. But in Fitzgerald’s secular nar
ratives of desire, the impetus of lyric promise is decisively disintegrated by the
world’s crude bathos and despoliation; and the Dream lacks sanctuary beyond
the
that resists
Lyricism, proceeding thus to frustration, must always
revert to nostalgia, to elegy: “Can’t repeat the past? ... Why of course you can!”
(111). In the tragic chiming of these three tones — lyric promise, its failure,
elegy — is composed all Fitzgerald’s work. In Gatsby they are found from the
outset in the opening meditation, where “romantic readiness” issues only in a
“foul dust [that] floated in the wake of his dreams,” but where, in retrospect,
“[o]nly [dead] Gatsby was exempt from my reaction”; and they form a pattern
pursued to the final page, where the “green light” and “orgiastic future” turn out
“year by
[to] recede before us,” our boats being “borne back ceaselessly into
the past,” yet where the mind consolingly retrieves from a half-enchanted past
the Dutch sailors and their magnitude of wonder. The triad structures, too, the
essential outline of the narrative and the mood-modulation of the parties.
Those parties which open with blue gardens, where “men and girls came and
went like moths among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars” (39),
but falter into violence, drunken
screaming wives, and cars in the ditch,
close upon the glance backward to Gatsby alone on
lighted porch bidding
courteous farewell. Missing its final triumphant harmonic, the beat of a
mental rhythm
the pulsing headache of private tragedy; Fitzgerald the
mystic turns nostalgic drunk.
As this brutally condensed outline suggests, Gatsby, on one crucial plane, is
a religious, almost a crypto-theological narrative, displaced thoroughly and
with explicit, ironic inadequacy into the secular discourse of a sharply portrayed
social formation. And within this particular society, “the unutterable visions” of
this “son of God” (112, 99) may no longer figure and excite an assimilation to
the universal, a passage from epiphany to serene contemptus mundi. They are
socially conditioned, on the contrary, to kindle a
for merely personal and
financial achievement, to seek a “vast,
and meretricious beauty” (99).
I have emphasized this “religious” dimension at length because I think it
vitally important to appreciate the power, centrality, and dignity of this raptur
ous pull toward the ideal — its “colossal vitality,” as Fitzgerald puts it: “no
amount of fire or freshness can challenge what a man will store up in his ghost
ly heart” (97) — in order to understand both Fitzgerald and ourselves. The
Platonic and
worlds — though doubtless deluded in their meta
physics, which they moreover betrayed in their social practice —
affirm
that, in some bedrock ontological sense, the
was the radiant and the radi
ant was the real. The substance of joyous and visionary beauty was not the
delusion of a youthful libido or abnormal temperament but rather possessed the
stature of noesis: it was, that is to say, the momentary experience of authentic
insight into the ultimate nature of reality as ineffably glorious. Against this, we
have the society of Daisy and Tom, whose crabbed credo is “I’ve been every
where and seen everything and done everything. . . . Sophisticated — God, I’m
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sophisticated!” (18). Fitzgeralds novel thus stands as a locus classicus of the
affective impoverishment, the crippled cynical sensibility, of the twentieth-cen
tury West, which has shriveled and discredited the ideal, peripheralizing the
human faculty of wonder to the misfit status of the merely “aesthetic.”
At the age of twenty-three, however, Fitzgerald had written to a Catholic
friend: “I can quite sympathize with
desire to be a Carthusian. ... [I am]
nearly sure that I will become a priest” (quoted in Bruccoli 109-10). The
Catholicism of his upbringing, in which Monsignor Fay had confirmed him as
a teenager, was subjected to gnawing doubt in his Princeton years and finally
rejected the year after leaving: the sublime cravings of Catholic mysticism had
been routed by
for the freshly encountered Zelda; but a form of religious
sensibility never left him. Indeed three stories (“The Ordeal,” “Benediction,”
and that section on the early life of Gatsby which was to become excised from
the novel and form an independent story, “Absolution”) center on the pain, fer
and self-consecration of visionary religious experience. Fitzgerald had been
attracted to Catholicism in the first place by the way that Fay had revealed in
the “church a dazzling, golden thing,” and by the fact that Fay “loved the idea
of God enough to be a celibate.” He was drawn in Fay, as in Gatsby, to “the
faith shining through all the versatility and intellect” (Bruccoli 40-41).
“There’s that gift of faith that we have, you and I,” Fay had told him, “that car
ries us past the hard spots” (quoted in Allen 44). Like the young Gatsby in
“Absolution,” Fitzgerald outgrew Catholicism but not his sense of the ideal,
which he relocated in the City of the World: in a mysterious “something inef
fably gorgeous somewhere that had nothing to do with God” (Fitzgerald,
“Absolution” 150). It was,
might comment, a worthy translation, for the
great city, at least in
of its aspects, summons the immense poetry of the
possibilities of the future, imaging transformation, joy, prosperity and beauty.
Musing on the great towering cities, Raymond Williams reflects, “This is what
men have built, so often magnificently, and is not everything then possible?”
(6).
It is precisely as a kind of dislocated mystic, surveying North America with
the paradoxical eyes of an atheist thirsty for a visio dei, that Fitzgerald becomes,
as it were, sub specie aeternitatis,
sensitized to what, in his period and
ours, replaces the traditional teleological sublime: the allure but also the fraud
ulence, the “spectroscopic gaiety” and “
dust” (Gatsby 45, 2), of capitalism’s
transaction with the ideal. Transposed into more sociological terms, I hope
demonstrate that Fitzgerald’s deracinated, incorrigible, vocational aestheticism
positioned him, in a secular age, as a superlative critic of capitalism’s appropri
ation and concentration of beauty in a new and historically unique institution:
glamour, which Fitzgerald knows as thoroughly as a martyr his Bible. Fitzger
ald’s more-than-aestheticism makes possible, in a dialectic of addiction and
contempt, a searching demystification of capitalist
and its debased tele
ology of glamour — which,
the same token, he can never quite renounce.
Anti-capitalistic, yet ultimately reactionary, throwing upon the commodity the
devotional light of a vanished absolute, The Great Gatsby recalls Lukacs’ dictum
that the characteristic form of the bourgeois novel is that of “the epic of a world
abandoned by God” (88).
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Although Gatsby has often been exposited in terms of its tragic paradox of cor
rupt hero and “incorruptible dream” (154-5), nearly all such readings have been
conceived in the very general, sometimes even universalizing, “cultural” terms
of an
of the “American Dream” by “materialism.”1 We need, however,
to impart economic and class specificity to such hazy generalities —
so
Fitzgerald’s novel did — and
such welcome case is the work of Michael
simpli
becomes
own essay,
while it agrees
with Spindler’s that Gatsby is “particu 
r. Myone
one
his
larly expressive of that ideological conflict which the rise of the leisure class and
the growth of consumption-oriented hedonism was generating in American
society in the 1920s” (167), will attempt a textually and psychologically fuller
reading than Spindler’s shrewd, cogent but very brief study allows. Further, I
do not agree that Fitzgerald repudiates and distances himself from Nick’s con
stant romanticizing of Gatsby’s love of Daisy and of wealth: Nick’s ambivalence
is precisely Fitzgerald’s, as his essays, “My Lost City,” “Echoes of the Jazz Age,”
and “Early Success” make clear. Such ambivalence can rather be traced, I feel,
to the coexistence in Fitzgerald of the cool “Marxian” eye with the fervent “dis
located mysticism” of
Catholic inheritance, though I must also disagree
sharply with the sancta
citas of Joan Allen’s conclusion in her pious study
of “the Catholic Sensibility of F. Scott Fitzgerald” that the novels project an
Augustinian antithesis of matter and spirit by which the fate of the world and
its revelers is
simply of damnation for sin (44, 103). A properly historicist
reading of Gatsby is
true, perhaps, not only to the tension we shall see
between the work ethic and the ethos of consumption but to the fullness of
bathos between the meretricious ideal hymned by capital and the ideal of a joy
ous, stable and beautiful integrity of being, adumbrated in older traditions: an
ideal whose very violation suggests so hauntingly that infinitely richer struc
tures of human social life and feeling are both necessary and possible.



That “heightened sensitivity to the promises of life” (Fitzgerald, Gatsby 2)
which drives Gatsby and its hero is pervasively conditioned by the economic
structure of the Roaring Twenties themselves. The “riotous excursions,” the
buoyant energy and hope, were the product not only of a pleasure-seeking post
war reaction but of a rapacious and excitative hedonism assiduously fostered by
contemporary capitalism. The “American Dream” had become the capitalist
imperative of upward social mobility, a giddy dynamic of apparently infinite
possibility, massively stimulated by the images of glamour in the mass media
and objectified in the new skyscrapers of New York and elsewhere (400 were
built in the 1920s): “The city seen from the Queensboro Bridge is always the
city seen for the first time, in its first wild promise of all the mystery and the
beauty in the world” (69). The institution of glamour — the mass marketing
of images of entrancing wealth and style — is historically unique to capitalism,
as an economic formation whose enticing pinnacle is theoretically open to indi
vidual achievement; and glamour
in the 1920s the engine of popular
capitalism, a structurally indispensable economic motivator, vital supplement
a work ethic whose traditional nineteenth-century values of industry, absti
nence, thrift, and impulse-renunciation are dramatically eroded. (“Most of my
friends drank too much — the more they were in tune to the times the more
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they drank. And so effort per se had no dignity against the mere bounty of New
York in those days” [Fitzgerald, “My Lost City” 28].) Generating this situation
was a new imperative originating in the infrastructure of American capitalism.
For by 1920, as Spindler documents in his brilliant essay, mass production tech
niques had developed to so high a level that a new mass market had to be
ated to accommodate excess capacity and forestall stagnation. The
was a
new phase of capitalism, marked by intensive advertising strategies and the
introduction of consumer credit to stimulate sales, and ensuring the replace
ment of heavy industrial manufacture by consumer goods as the leading char
acteristic of the economy. In this new era of “high mass consumption,” the total
volume of expenditure on advertising rose from nearly 1.5 billion dollars
1918 to nearly 3.5 billion by 1929 (Spindler 101).
Further, a qualitative change in the character of advertising ensued, with
advertisers drawing on J. B. Watsons behavioral psychology to manipulate the
consumer subconsciously, using lavishly pictorial and irrational, rather than
informative, advertising display. Companies began hiring “image” consultants;
“style-features” in new consumer commodities promoted rapid turnover
fashion reasons; and a new “ideology of consumption,” exhibited above all by
emerging national leisure class of millionaires who flaunted pleasure, idleness
and gratification as the highest lifestyle and were accorded high media promi
nence, clashed with the “stern” older values of the Protestant ethic (Spindler
101-2, 108-11). To this novel climate of intensive consumer tantalization,
seeking purposefully (or “meretriciously”) to enchant the public by a kind of
lyric engineering, The Great Gatsby is unforgettable testimonial.
The superb recurrent synesthesia of the novel, deployed to evoke lyric
promise — “the yellow cocktail music,” “the blue honey of the Mediterranean,”
“the sparkling odor of jonquils and the frothy odor of hawthorn” (Gatsby 40, 34,
92) — is surely correlative, as a counter-natural heightening of sensory gratifi
cation, to a new, technologically accomplished mood of
control over
nature: one conveyed in the magical production of blue gardens with their con
stantly changing light, the nightingale that has arrived on the Cunard Line, the
human dispensation of starlight to casual moths, and “the premature moon,
produced like the supper, no doubt, out of a caterer’s basket” (39, 40, 16, 80,
43). The mood of advanced, magical affluence, of clever luxury, seems mediat
ed from the euphoria over new gadgetry — autos, telephones, radios, alarm
clocks, refrigerators — transforming the lives of those who can afford them.
“Anything can happen now that we’ve slid over this bridge,” thinks Nick, “
thing at all” (69). True to this tone of the dreamy fabulous, of omnipotent arti
fice, Daisy wishes to put Gatsby in a pink cloud she spies above the sea and
push him about in it (95).
The tone of the fabulous and the energizing of aspiration are promoted
above all in advertising. Although in the 1920s, according to historian Merle
Curti, “only the upper ten per cent of the population enjoyed a marked increase
in real income,” this reality was kept muted by “the fact that almost all the chief
avenues to mass opinion were now controlled by large-scale publishing indus
tries” (quoted in Zinn 374). “Not for nothing,” remarks Eric Hobsbawm, “were
the 1920s the decade of psychologist Emile Coué, who popularized optimistic
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autosuggestion by means of the slogan, constantly to be repeated: 'Every day in
every way I am getting better and better’” (100).2 Fitzgerald himself worked
for an advertising agenc, in New York City in 1919 ("We keep you clean in
Muscatine”) and wrote hopefully for fashionable magazines. A check from The
Smart Set allowed him to send
pajamas south to Zelda, which made her, she
said, "feel like a Vogue cover” (quoted in Bruccoli 6, 110-11). Casually, ironi
cally, Gatsby acknowledges the ubiquity of the medium as a vital aesthetic
ground of cosmopolitan imagination. At Myrtle’s party, Tom sends out "for
some celebrated sandwiches, which were a complete supper in themselves” (36).
Gatsby’s dissembling tale of his past
into a discourse whose "very phras
es were worn so threadbare” that they evoked a "character’ leaking sawdust at
every pore. . . . [I]t was like skimming hastily through a dozen magazines” (667). Myrtle’s first action in escaping the garage with Tom is to buy "a copy of
Town Tattle and a moving-picture magazine” (27). "You always look so
”
Daisy tells Gatsby. "You resemble the advertisement of the
. . . You know
the advertisement of the man —” (119). Supremely conspicuous are the eyes of
Doctor Eckleburg, "their retinas . . . one yard high,” set
to "fatten the prac
tice” of "some wild wag of an oculist” (23).
At the summit, of course, of capitalist glamour, along with the movie star
— "'Perhaps you know that lady,’ Gatsby indicated a gorgeous, scarcely human
orchid of a woman who sat in state under a white plum tree” (106) — is the
millionaire. Nick’s house, though "an eyesore,” enjoys "the consoling proximi
ty of millionaires” (5), a frank reaction reminiscent of Schwartz in The Last
Tycoon^ "who stare[s] with shameless economic lechery” as super-rich Stahr
walks by (Fitzgerald, Tycoon 8). To aspiring beginners in the bond business,
Nick’s volumes "promise to unfold the shining secrets that only Midas and
Morgan and Maecenas knew” — a gaily sardonic hubris whose unconscious
nemesis, perhaps, we find in the three "Mr. Mumbles” whom Nick meets at his
first Gatsby party (Gatsby 4, 43). Daisy, of course, compels by a voice "full of
money — that was the inexhaustible charm that rose and fell in it, the jingle
of it, the cymbals’ song of . . . High in a white palace the king’s daughter, the
golden girl. . .” (120). Gatsby himself embodies the full-dazzle glamour of the
ultimate capitalist success story: the ever "restless” self-made man, soaring into
a plutocratic stratosphere sufficient to buy his waterfront palace in just three
years, he woos Daisy through epiphanies of conspicuous consumption
his
home, hydroplane and Rolls Royce, through a shared commodity fetish pitched
to the level of sublimity: ."'They’re such beautiful shirts,’ she sobbed, her voice
muffled in the thick folds” (92).3
Fitzgerald’s
for evoking this fierce magnitude of glamour, this
national hunger for a scenery of leisured opulence transfigured by champagne
and by advertising "into something significant, elemental and profound” (47),
is often celebrated. Less celebrated, however, is his
and clear-sighted
demystification of all that mass-marketed
Gatsby offers almost a diagram
of the fraudulence of specifically capitalist promise. Fitzgerald not only knows,
he very clearly presents the injustice and the failure of capitalism. The poet of
doomed enchantment proves intensely sensitized to the world of doomed com
petitiveness.
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The competition is desperate. The hungry-seeming Englishmen, talking in
earnest voices to prosperous Americans at Gatsby’s party, are “agonizingly
aware of the easy money in the vicinity” (42). Chester Mckee turns on Tom a
throbbing yet modest economic longing that is significantly reminiscent of
Wilson: “I’d like to do more work on Long Island,” he says, “if I
get the
entry. All I ask is that they shouldgive me a start”; whereafter he falls “asleep on
a chair with his fists clenched in his lap” (33, 37; emphasis added). In a
poignant counterpoint to Daisy’s tears of joyous possession, triggered by Gats
by’s shirts, Myrtle weeps the more familiar tears of the heartbreak of dispos
session. Discovering that her husband had borrowed the very suit in which he
married her, she weeps as its owner carries it away (35), to find herself mired
still in a poverty she thought to have escaped. Huddled thereafter above a dusty
garage for eleven years, the first, and perhaps the only, significant things she
ever takes in about Tom are “his dress suit and patent leather shoes” (36). In a
deft symbolic touch, Fitzgerald has her avoid Tom’s gaze on the train by pre
tending to stare at an “advertisement over his head”; but the strong allure of that
institution has already effected his persuasion for him. “You can’t live forever;
you can’t live forever” beats in her surrendering materialist mind, just as Nick
pulls
Jordan to his face to the beating phrase, “There are only the pursued,
the pursuing, the busy, and the tired” (81). Restlessness, in this frenetically
competitive success society, is indeed a key term, recurring throughout the
novel and applied successively to Tom and Daisy (6, 7, 179), Jordan (18), Nick
(3, 59) and Gatsby (64).
But excited monetary pursuit, Fitzgerald shows, goes hand in hand with
personal anxiety: under the strain of competition, social life has become a
medium of unease. The correlative of incessant tantalization by glamour is a
corrosive sense of personal inadequacy. Back home, Nick recalls, social events
were “hurried from phase to phase ... in sheer dread of the moment itself” (13).
“Almost any exhibition of complete self-sufficiency draws a stunned tribute
from me,” he remarks (9), and he is on
way to getting “roaring drunk from
sheer embarrassment” at Gatsby’s party when Jordan rescues his equanimity
(42). “You
me feel uncivilized, Daisy,” he confesses (13), but this is pre
cisely the function of the new national leisure class, whose vocation is to display
a condition beyond such anxiety and gaucherie, to conduct lives of literally
inimitable elegance levels: “gleaming like silver, safe and proud above the hot
struggles of the poor” (150). Daisy and Jordan are persistently figured in an
imagery of ease and stasis, immobile in floating dresses (8, 115), cool in white
or silver, at home in a “bantering inconsequence” (12) whose point is the supe
rior grace of a languid sufficiency. Symptomatically, the most
quality in
the smiles of both Gatsby and Daisy is the imparting of unconditional reassur
ance (9, 48). Yet even the super-rich, in this political economy of competition
for poise, secretly lack self-confidence. Tom is stung to envy by Gatsby’s wealth
and glamorous guests, and “no longer nourished” by “sturdy physical egotism”
(21), while Jordan lies and fears clever men, being unable “to endure being at a
disadvantage” (58).
In the struggle
fashionable acquisition and emulation, the collective
existence of other people is apprehended, counter-democratically, as a fatigu-
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ing, even repellent plurality. Gatsby frequently associates cheap public trans
port, and thus the masses, with oppressiveness and the thwarting of personal
purpose. The nadir of Gatsby’s
fortune in the loss of Daisy is presented
as
almost martyring passivity aboard a hot day-coach that pulls him penni
less from Louisville, raced by a yellow trolley lined with unfamiliar faces (153).
The “harrowing scene” between Gatsby and Tom anticipated nervously by Nick
begins with a train ride to Long Island, again in the heat, in which the passen
gers are irrationally suspicious of honestly extended courtesy-(114). Myrtle’s
tedious party culminates in drunken gloom in “the cold lower levels of the
Pennsylvania Station” (38). And uneasy undertones of the precariousness of
Gatsby’s dream are struck in the eerie sketch of elements and commuters inter
posed in Klipspringer’s song: “Outside the wind was loud and there was a faint
flow of thunder
the Sound. All the lights were going on in West Egg
now; the
trains, men-carrying, were plunging home in the rain from
New York” (96). Not only the presence of the mass public but the very exis
tence of perspectives alternative to one’s own forms a kind of threat, demysti
fying the primary narcissism of self: “Life is much more successfully looked at
from a single window,” insists Nick (4); and “it is invariably saddening to look
through new eyes at things upon which you have expended your own powers of
adjustment” (105), a passage that recalls Gatsby’s loss of “the old warm world,”
displaced from the illusion of special cosmic favor (162). Where young and
romantic male hopefuls like himself are concerned, however, Fitzgerald can
extend sympathy, and the novel crafts tenderly that sad knowledge of lonely
outsiderhood inescapable in a
magnetized by glamorous insiders. “High
over the city our line of yellow windows must have contributed their share of
human secrecy to the casual watcher in the darkening streets, and I was him
too, looking
and wondering. I was within and without, simultaneously
enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life” (36). Nick defen
sively eschews the pathos of “young clerks in the dusk” at Gatsby’s party by
positioning himself at the cocktail table, the only place where a single man can
linger without looking “purposeless and alone” (57, 42).
As familiar as the desperate competitiveness, fear of personal inadequacy,
and pathos of outsiderhood that float in the wake of capitalism’s dream, is the
casually coarse
and hypocrisy it spawns. “'He’s a bootlegger,’ said the
young ladies, moving somewhere between his cocktails and his flowers. . . .
'Reach me a rose, honey, and pour me a last drop into that there crystal glass’”
(61). Nick, with his traditional middle-class values, seeks fastidiously to avoid
such complicity in tainted money, insisting on paying for the lunch with Wolfsheim; yet he knows that New York’s very skyscrapers are founded upon it, and
he can only fantasize ruefully of “the city rising up across the
in white
and sugar lumps all built with a wish out of non-olfactory money” (69).
Behind millionaires lies an implacable possessive drive, he knows, and in his
first glimpse of Gatsby he imagines his opulent neighbour “come out to deter
mine what share was his of our local heavens” (21).
Yet the most striking element in Fitzgerald’s demystification of the world
of the capitalist
is not the human insecurity and moral ugliness bred by
the fever of glamour but the absolute failure of the work ethic quite literally
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deliver the goods. Only the upper ten percent of the population enjoyed
markedly increased income in the 1920s, for as Spindler notes, by 1929 perhaps
50,000 individuals received half of all national share income (166). In 1921,
Zinn records, 4,270,000 Americans
unemployed,
million people in
New York City lived in tenements condemned as firetraps, and six million fam
ilies (42 per cent of the US total) made less than $1,000 a year (373); Gatsby
in the spring of 1922. “Shocking to tell,” records Ann Douglas, “71 per
cent of American families in the 1920s had annual incomes below $2,500, the
minimum needed for decent living; in New York in the years just after the war,
the average worker earned only $1,144 a year” (18). In addition to the dramatic
new polarization of wealth, corporate mergers between 1919 and 1930 swal
lowed up some 8,000 businesses (there were 80 bank mergers in 1919 alone), in
a momentum of monopolistic concentration of wealth and power at the very
top that rendered the traditional entrepreneurial dream a hollow fiction for vir
tually all. By 1929, the 200 largest non-fmancial companies held nearly half of
all corporate assets and over one-fifth of the entire wealth of the nation
(Spindler 103). In view of such developments, it is no wonder that Nick finds
Tom and Daisy “remotely rich” and feels “a little disgusted” (20), a resentment
of privilege shared by the cottagers of the old West Egg fishing village who
refuse the offer by the original owner of Gatsby’s mansion to pay five years’ tax
ation if they will thatch their roofs. (“Americans . . . have always been obsti
nate about being peasantry”
Their pride does not save them, however: a
few years later even Daisy will feel offended
the “too obtrusive
that
herded its inhabitants from nothing to nothing” (108). For the truth of this
economy gives the lie, as Fitzgerald firmly shows, to glamour’s promise. Wil
son, worn away by a decade’s straining at the
pump, pitied even by Tom
(138), knows better than Klipspringer that the economy’s real
is unavailing
drudgery: “
thing’s sure and nothing’s surer / The rich get richer while the
poor get — children” (96). In this society, where the “stern”
of “the great
American capitalists” find no contemporary exemplars save the “gray old man
who bore an absurd resemblance to John D. Rockefeller” and sold mongrel pups
on the sidewalk (63, 27), there is only
from rags to riches, and that is
crime. The choice is a simple
between drudgery and a “gonnegtion.” The
reach of official corruption suggested in the successful “fixing” of the 1919
World Series is re-echoed on a more mundane plane in the white card sent
Gatsby annually by the Police Commissioner for doing him “a favor,” a
that sends policemen accelerating apologetically away on their motorcycles.
Lack of further options is again suggested in the fact that even Tom’s friend,
Walter Chase, turns to
to repair his fortunes. As Gatsby explains, Wal
ter “came to us dead broke. He was very glad to pick up some money, old sport”
(135). There were, in the telling new binarism of the 1920s metropolitans, only
“suckers” and “racketeers” (Douglas 20).
Gatsby turns to
only when, though covered in war medals, he
becomes literally half-starved in the search in New York for even a menial job.
“He hadn’t eat anything for a couple of days. . . . He ate more than four dollars’
worth of food in half an hour” (172). For, very strikingly, we are nowhere
shown in this novel of defeated aspiration — Nick, Myrtle and Gatsby are all
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failed climbers — a sphere of legal and effective self-betterment. In this land
scape of bleak class-entrapment and dead-end labor, wherein rich and poor are
frozen in polar extremes (Among the Ash-Heaps and Millionaires had been
Fitzgerald’s first title for the book), Gatsby
have even have met and
wooed Daisy without the imposed, momentary egalitarianism of uniform.
Tom’s contemptuous slash
because it is true: "I’ be damned if I see
how you got within a mile of her unless you brought the groceries to the back
door” (132). In circumstances of ineluctable paralysis for the masses, of blocked
economic ascent, Nick realizes that he himself — 'one of the
honest peo
ple that I have ever known” (60) — might also have surrendered to a “gonnegtion” at Gatsby’s offer, had it been only more diplomatically timed: “I realize
now that under different circumstances that conversation might have been one
of the crises of my life. But,
the offer was obviously and tactlessly for
a service to be rendered, I had no choice except to cut him off there” (83-4).
The legitimate economy, where we glimpse it, conveys the very essence of
alienated labor. There the senses become, in a condition directly opposed to
that of the synesthesia of the parties,
dulled and oppressed. Wilson’s
garage is a dim and almost
expanse of dust “approached by a trail of ashes,”
where work has left him “
anaemic” (25). Up in the city, Nick falls
asleep at his swivel chair, attempting “ list the quotations on an interminable
amount of stock” (155). The oppressiveness of broiling heat on the train
Long Island is subliminally clinched
association with industry: “As
train
emerged from the tunnel into sunlight, only the hot whistles of the National
Biscuit Company broke the simmering hush at noon” (114). (The association
may remind us again of the rich, “safe and proud above the hot
of the
poor” [150].) The work ethic is in crisis, its
bluff exposed. Fitzgerald’s
demystification of capitalist promise could hardly be more thoroughgoing. Or
so it might seem.
The failure of the novel’s aspirers — Myrtle, Wilson, Nick, and Gatsby — to
find the better life each seeks is, however, assimilated to a putative inner law of
the human psyche, and even to a spent momentum within history itself. “There
must have been moments even that afternoon when Daisy tumbled short of
[Gatsby’s] dreams,”
Fitzgerald. “No amount of fire or freshness can
challenge what a man will
up in his ghostly heart” (97). This is appar
ently also our own condition, as, incorrigibly illusioned, we “beat on, boats
against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past” (182). With the col
onization of the US, “the last and greatest of all human dreams” is apparently
also behind us; its revelation to the Europeans was “the last time in history” for
“man” to experience “something commensurate to his capacity for wonder.”
The grandeur of the sweep universalizes defeat, generalizes failure to a sacred
and eternal tristesse; it was Fitzgerald’s achievement, testifies Zelda, that he
“
the reconciliation of the familiarities of tragedy” to his generation,
“persuaded them ... to attitudes of a better-mastered Olympian regret”
(quoted in Bruccoli 709, 711). This is not because, as Leslie Fiedler wrote,
America is “a nation that
of failure as a fulfillment,” so that Fitzgerald
“hoarded his defeats like his truest treasures” (71, 72) — although he did.
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Rather, the insistence upon defeatism as noesis, upon ideality as uninstantiable
in the world of time, is one that, as I have argued above, is a primary and defin
ing metaphysical tenet of the Western tradition from Plato through Christian
ity to Romanticism. Themselves part of this tradition, critics write of “impos
sible idealism trying to realize itself, to its utter destruction in the gross mate
riality” (Raleigh 101), or of the “tragedy” that links Gatsby with “the general lot
of mankind” as “a symbol of the disenchantment of mankind as a whole”
(Dyson 119, 123).
The elision of socio-economic specificities with
transcendent and
ineluctable truths of the heart has been long familiar as the posture of the
Arnoldian “sage,” dominating “aesthetic” assumptions well past the point of
Fitzgerald’s death and into the latter half of this century (see Eagleton 39-43,
60-65). But it is not, as Marius Bewley noted, the only tradition. “I join you,”
wrote Thomas Jefferson,
in branding as cowardly the idea that the human mind is incapable of fur
ther advances. This is precisely the doctrine which the present despots of
the earth are inculcating, and their friends here reechoing; and applying
especially to religion and politics; “that it is not probable that anything bet
ter will be discovered than what was known to our fathers.” . . . But thank
the American mind is already too much opened to listen to. these
impostures, and while the art of printing is left to us, science can never be
retrograde. ... To preserve the freedom of the human mind . . . every spir
it should be ready to devote itself to martyrdom. (Quoted in Bewley 126)

Jeffersons historical moment was the “heroic” phase of the bourgeoisie,
denouncing with Enlightenment ire and vim the metaphysical toils of political
paralysis with which the ideological overlords of feudalism had roped the limbs
of their countrymen. The contrast could hardly be clearer with the later, indus
trial bourgeoisie, passed from progressive fire into reactionary dogma, fugitive
from history and
“transcend” threatful political motion. It is into
precisely such conservative arms that Fitzgerald ultimately rushes, in just the
embrace traditional critics
Yet there is nothing “natural” or even
organic about Gatsby's closing meditation and the critics’ sonorous confirma
tions that indeed disillusion and defeat compose the eternal human condition.
On the contrary, such patterning, I would argue,
an arbitrary foreclo
sure of the novel’s social consciousness that is
hallmark of ideology. When
Gatsby extrapolates a full-blown metaphysical absolute from a contingent eco
nomic impasse, it can do so only through
ideological process of drastic
reductivism, imposing
its model of social cause and effect a response of fatal
istic acquiescence cloaked as sublime wisdom. For the novel, we have seen,.
establishes accurately enough the social and ideological
of an econom
ic system that parades glamorous promise, launches energy and appetite, then
thwarts that promise and wrenches that ideal into pain. Gatsby
that
the stark choice between drudgery and crime, the dearth of legitimate self-bet
terment for the talented, and the dead end of the work ethic, are determinate
economic circumstances. It shows clearly that both Wilson’s reckless exhaus
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tion and Gatsby’s need to turn, in a success culture paradoxically predicated on
unreachable monopolistic capital, to a criminal life that re-alienates his lover,
are circumstantial. Yet Fitzgerald assimilates these particularities of structural
frustration and class ambivalence to eternity, abandons his superb sociological
instincts for a misty melancholia. Throughout most of the narrative, social
observation and psychological comment proceed entwined, the latter manifest
ly developing from the former; but at an altar of venerable dogma, of political
shibboleth, they fly wide apart. Gatsby, accordingly, stands revealed as a novel
about capitalist mass society and its dynamic — one of the better novels on this
for written
beto
be by its own
there,
ever
— which, horrified
before
revelations, seeks refugee
status among the stars. Sketching clearly the hegemonic code of glamour that
newly romanticizes capitalist mass production, the novel recoils from this cruel
class bluff by dissolving into a religiose mystification. Spurious spiritual
inevitability is thus accorded to a precise moment of failure in the capitalist sys
tem, Gatsby becoming thereby not only a supreme Romantic classic but also one
of the most powerful writings of reactionary conservatism ever penned. The
swing
this extraordinary, architectonic double-action — demystifying the
character of the capitalist dynamic only to remystify it, “misleading theory to
mysticism” in essentializing a particular moment of crisis — shows luminously
once more the crypto-theological status of the novel, assimilating despairing
political quietism to high spiritual knowledge in an Augustinian and Christian
tradition.
When Gatsby remystifies aspiration as inevitably tragic, retreating from
injustice and frustrated promise to sprawl, like Nick, in moonlit sands and seek
the “reconciliation” of tragic reverie, a pattern is established of something like
political schizophrenia, one that seems to distinguish modern political con
sciousness in the US from that in the European democracies. An extreme of
nationalist declamation, in which the American continent represents “the last
and highest of all humans dreams” (apparently democratic triumphs in Euro
pean capitals or across, say, the continents of Africa or Asia would axiomatically be less “great”), falls supine without struggle
a posture of cynicism
proclaiming that tragic unachievement is inevitable. Such oscillation between
poles of tearful patrioticfrisson and unofficial gut cynicism is puzzling to a non
native: where, one asks, is the cautious objectivity of the middle ground,
acknowledging modest progress to
feasible? Is there not rather more to
political reality than these histrionic extremes of spellbound Dutch mariners
and Gatsby’s rotating corpse? History, of course, shows not only that there can
but that there has been: just three years before Fitzgerald
down to com
pose Gatsby, women won, for the first time in history and against great opposi
tion, the right vote in political elections. This world-historical breakthrough
of 1920, a boat long beating against the current and most manifestly not borne
back ceaselessly into the past, shows up Fitzgerald’s elegant remystification of
America
the reactionary dogma that it is.



The deep-seated conservative quietism that circumscribed Fitzgerald’s tempera
ment, for all his vaunted brawls and flamboyant public misdemeanors, takes
also one other and subtler form of nostalgia and retreat than those proclaimed

Published by eGrove, 1998

17

Journal X, Vol. 3 [1998], No. 1, Art. 8

Chris Fitter

15

in his nostrums: one evident in his presentation of women. We have seen that
Fitzgerald's metaphysics of defeat stipulates high political gloom; and, despite
some sharp ambivalence toward the elite, we shall see that his perspective
the underclass is marked by a fearful alienation. In these tense conditions,
Fitzgerald opts (one might say opts out) for the solace of a purely individualist
gratification.
Although at
level the “fast” life of his heady, competitive success cul
ture is elating (Nick enjoys “the racy, adventurous feel of [New York] at night,
and the satisfaction that the constant flicker of men and women and machines
gives to the restless eye” [57]), the cumulative strain is telling. “It was bor
rowed time,” Fitzgerald later wrote, “the whole upper tenth of a nation living
with the insouciance of grand dukes and the casualness of chorus girls. ... A
classmate killed his wife and himself on Long Island, another tumbled acci
dentally’ from a skyscraper in Philadelphia, another purposefully from a sky
scraper in New York. One was killed in a speak-easy in Chicago; another was
beaten to death in a speak-easy in New York and crawled home to the Prince
ton Club to die. . . . [M]oreover these things happened not during the depres
sion but during the boom” (“Echoes” 18, 16). Cold shadows of violence flick
er over the
of the partygoers on the
lawns: “Civet, who was
drowned last summer[,] . . . Edgar Beaver, whose hair they say turned cotton
white
winter afternoon for no good reason at all[,] ... Muldoon who after
ward strangled his wife[,] . . . Palmetto, who killed himself by jumping in front
of a subway train in Times Square,’’and so on {Gatsby 61-3). Following his
education from the “pioneer debauchee” Cody, Gatsby feels instinctively that
he can preserve
dreams only if he flees community, perserving
immacu
late disengagement: “Gatsby saw that the blocks of the sidewalks really formed
a ladder and mounted to a secret place above the trees — he
climb to it,
if he climbed alone” (112).
When, however, he weds
visions to Daisy’s perishable breath, his quest
for a trophy-wife, a clinching credential of wealth and glamour attained, reveals
a perspective on the feminine that pervades the novel. “It excited him . . . that
many men had already loved Daisy — it increased her value in his eyes” (148).
“It’s a man’s book,” Fitzgerald later admitted (quoted in Bruccoli 250), and the
construction of Daisy precisely as the glittering prize awarded the sharpest
sword dominates her characterization: gleaming like silver, her voice full of
money, excitingly redolent “of this year’s shining motor-cars and of dances
whose flowers were scarcely withered” (Gatsby 148).4
An exquisite object of male consumption, Daisy has internalized male val
ues. Weeping that her baby is a girl, Daisy is dependent on men to make her
key decisions for her (133,151): secure in and yet remote from male ownership
and ardor, “making only a polite, pleasant effort to entertain or to be enter
tained” (12-13), she radiates a carefully girlish charm of irrationality and whim
sy: “Do you want to hear about the butler’s nose?” (14). Woman, it appears, is
presented only as romance, in the restless world of glamour where there are only
the pursued and the pursuing. As the flip side to such narrow pedestalization,
implicit morosity appoints Daisy as the traitor to Gatsby’s ideal and as the
killer of Myrtle who won’t even stop the car; but “dishonesty in a woman is
something you never blame deeply” (59).
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Gatsby’s women are primarily young women, who, “slenderly, languidly,
their hands set on their hips,” precede us onto rosy-colored porches for candlelit
dinners, and correlative with this perspective of pursuit goes a certain recurrent
antipathy to domesticity and motherhood. The over-enlarged photo of “a hen
sitting on a rock” in Myrtle’s apartment turns out to be “a stout old lady beam
ing down”: Myrtle’s mother, who “hovered like
ectoplasm on the wall” (29).
The glowing sunshine on Daisy’s face “deserted her with lingering regret, like
children leaving a pleasant street at dusk” (14). Long Island Sound, no sooner
than described as “the most domesticated body of salt water in the Western
hemisphere,” becomes a “great wet barnyard” (5; emphasis added). The final
curse on poverty is that “the poor get — children” (96). The perspective typi
fies, in fact, the revolt of the 1920s modernists against the Victorian matriarch
and her moralistic middle-class values, positing Daisy’s slenderness against
Myrtle’s plumpness: as Ann Douglas explains, “The 1920s put the body type
of the stout and full-figured matron decisively out of fashion” (8).
Yet if domesticity is a joke and motherhood a curse, the immense pressures
of a competitive, performance-oriented culture
reinstate the reverse
valorization: driving the narrative of Gatsby is not only a rapacity that would
part delectable young women from respectable mothers but a subconscious
maternal yearning that would reinsert a mother within the mistress. On the
dustjacket
which Fitzgerald had insisted for Gatsby, a pair of sorrowing
beautiful eyes, presiding above orgiastic neon, bears a foetus. And in this novel,
high above the urgent, suave contestings, like an adult far removed from the
fevers of sibling rivalry, a craved symbolic mother, strikingly absent in a world
only of belles, haunts the upreachings of the narrative: sanctuary of security as
the bestower of an unconditional love. Truest intimacy with Daisy is evoked not
through orchids, ballroom, or kiss but through a “maternal” relation, a binding,
protective gentleness: “she used to sit on the sand with
head in her lap by
the hour, rubbing her fingers over his eyes and looking at him with unfath
omable delight. It was touching to see them together — it made you laugh in
a hushed, fascinated way” (78). Of Daisy and Gatsby, Nick writes, “They had
never been closer in their month of love, nor communicated more profoundly
with another, than when she brushed silent lips against
coat’s shoulder,
or when he touched the end of her fingers, gently, as though she
asleep”
(150). Gatsby, we recall, has no mother.
In a defining gesture, echoed in the book’s closing lines, Gatsby stretches
out his arms, “in a curious way” (21), towards the symbol of Daisy, just as Daisy
holds out her arms to her child (“Come to your own mother that loves you”),
who rushes across the room to “root” into her dress (116). But Daisy, traitor
the Dream, proves a negligent mother; and Myrtle, whose cheapness can only
parody the Dream and motherhood, dies with her breast torn loose and “swing
ing . . . like a flap” (138). The feeding breast surfaces and fails, like “the fresh,
green breast of the new world” revealed to the Dutch seamen, and like that
where Gatsby “
suck on the pap of life, gulp down the incomparable milk
of wonder” (112).
Fitzgerald’s girls offer, as their profoundest appeal, a sense less of glamour
and conquest in the “restless” world of conditional status than of its veritable
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cancellation: some dim, deep fullness of peace in release from competition, in
transcendence of performance. Nick, fantasizing about romantic women
the streets of New York, longs not for reciprocated flirtation, elegant partying
or boisterous carnality but rather to “fade” with them “into warm darkness”
(57). His aspiration arcs backwards, yearns from the stresses of the Dream to
the stasis of the womb. For that haunting womb is the safe antithesis of action:
Gatsby’s pursuit of Daisy had “delivered [him] suddenly from the womb of his
purposeless splendour” into a restlessness that would destroy him (79). And his
loss of her is rearticulated terms suggestive of an expulsion from the womb:
“he must have felt he had lost the old warm world. . . . [H]e must have
ered as he found what a grotesque thing a rose is and how raw the sunlight was
upon the scarcely created grass” (162).
The Fitzgerald belle thus appeals to the hero through containing in her
slender person a significant optative contradiction, a structure of paradox that
parallels the self-abrogating logic of the fast eroding work ethic. As potential
grand-prizewinner’s trophy, she motivates intense competitive performance and
pursuit, yet she parallels too the motivation of alienated labor whose hope is to
work sufficiently hard to need never work again. As thus a kind of self-negat
ing telos, female glamour, like the glamour of the leisure class that re-energizes
the work-ethic, induces a self-activation whose end is the bliss of inaction. For
when “won,” woman annuls that
agonistic order, displacing it in a maternal,
“suckling” or womb-like condition of
inaction, self-loss in ease and
union. In the last analysis, then, woman haunts the novel as the lost and craved
womb: refuge from economic injustice and political tension, solace of quietistic individualism. Ascending from the seductive to the maternal, she confers
sublimity upon opting out.
We have seen so far how a “progressive” Fitzgerald who unmasks the mendac
ity of an economy that seemed in crisis in the very
twenties, impeding the
very aspirations it instilled, then apparently declares for conservative quietism.
Climaxing his book in a classic declamation of anti-Jeffersonian paralysis and
defeatism, he seeks antidote to competitive fevers in the purely personal sanc
tuary of maternal, unconditional love. But though Daisy may have seemed “safe
and proud above the hot struggles of the poor” (150), and the riotous super-rich
invulnerable, as they “smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back
into their money their vast carelessness” (180), the early postwar years were
stamped by rebellions all over the world (Russia, Ireland, Egypt, India, Korea);
and The Nation
comment in 1919, “The common man . . . losing faith in
the old leadership, has experienced a new access of self-confidence, or at least a
new recklessness” (quoted in Zinn 371). Wave after wave of mass strikes hit
Washington, Seattle, Pennsylvania, Chicago, Boston, New Jersey, and New
York (368-73), and in 1922 — the year that Nick comes East — a
Senator,
visiting striking miners and railroad workers, reported: “All day long I have lis
tened to heartrending stories of women evicted from their homes by the coal
companies. I heard pitiful pleas of little children crying for bread. I stood
aghast as I heard most amazing stories from men brutally beaten by private
policemen. It has been a shocking and nerve-racking experience” (quoted in
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Zinn 376). Eugene Debs, socialist candidate for President, had garnered
almost a million votes in 1912, and only
beatings and jailings
now
breaking up the “Wobblies” (see McClellan 316; and Zinn 370, 376-7).
Fitzgerald felt some sympathy with the plight of the poor and called himself a
socialist in the twenties. He intended to make Dick Diver a communist when
he projected Tender Is The Night (Bruccoli 407). When later
read Marx and
annotated The Communist Manifesto,
noted of his novels, in contrast with
those of D. H. Lawrence, “I am essentially Marxian,” since he felt himself to
perceive and present society in substantially class terms (quoted in Sklar 325).
Yet when he wrote, in 1934, “Ive given up politics. For two years Ive gone
haywire in trying to reconcile my double-allegiance to the class I
part of,
and the Great Change I believe in” (quoted in Bruccoli 408), it is hard
believe that, caught between his conscience and his aestheticism, he could ever
have chosen differently. Seduced
the intensity of leisure-class glamour from
principled progressive alignment, Fitzgerald had always been committed to the
priorities of individualist fulfillment; and his attitude toward the proletariat was
mingled, I suggest, with definite fear of insurrection, as Gatsby makes clear. A
pervasive unease toward the lower classes in the novel climaxes in a literally
unthinkable scene of horror.
Servants, we note, while being deferential to the rich (the smooth butlers
who draw Tom to the telephone and Jordan to Gatsby in his library), supplying
them with humorous material (the butler’s/chauffeur’s nose), and proving a
snobbish delight to derogate (“Myrtle raised her eyebrows in despair at the
lessness of As
the lower orders” [32]), are shown also to lack morality: one
recalls the caddy who retracts his statement implicating Jordan (58), the butler
tle
complicit in Tom’s adultery (whispering in his ear [14]), and the
“a funny
look” on his face, who faithfully delivers Rosy Rosenthal the message that draws
him to slaughter (71). When the novel’s priceless Golden Girl has become a
murderer hiding behind a lie, Fitzgerald proletarianizes the setting of our last
glimpse of her.
Gatsby holds his sacred “vigil” outside in the summer night,
Nick peers through the window of the pantry, to find Daisy and Tom sitting at
a kitchen table, “with a plate of cold fried chicken between them, and two bot
by
me
cooked

s of ale” (146).
To the middle classes, the lower class is snappy (“Keep your hands off the
lever!” [38]), alien (Nick’s domestic “made my bed and
breakfast and
muttered Finnish wisdom to herself over the electric stove” [3]), and a source
of intelligence: “My Finn informed
that Gatsby had dismissed every ser
vant in his house and replaced them with . . . others, who never went into West
Egg Village to be bribed
the tradesmen” (113). For in a key structural para
dox, the working classes are simultaneously marginal and central —
inescapably, unavoidably in our constant midst. Ever a kind of black hole for
Fitzgerald, lightless and spectral, the lifestyle of the poor is an unreal world,
aptly depicted in the Valley of the Ashes as a phantasmagoric wasteland, “con
tiguous to absolutely nothing” (24). The emphasis reminds us of the former
West Egg inhabitants, led “along a short-cut from nothing to nothing” (108).
Wilson, proletarian, veiled in white ash, characteristically “mingles immediate
ly with the cement color of the walls” (26). It is his duty, as it were, to become
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invisible, like the servants at Gatsby’s parties where apparently “a tray of cock
tails float[s] . . . through the twilight” (43), or a guest “seizes a cocktail out of
the air” (41). In the same spirit of contemptuous eclipse, Jordan drives so close
to “some workman” that her fender flicks a button on
coat, without apolo
gy or concern (59). Yet if discontiguous and insubstantial, the
are also
a vital ground even of the aesthetic: “On Mondays eight servants, including an
extra gardener, toiled all day with
and scrubbing brushes and hammers
and garden shears, repairing the ravages of the night before. ... At least once a
fortnight a corps of caterers came
with several hundred feet of canvas”
(39). In an appropriately industrial image, “There was a machine in the kitchen
which could extract the juice of two hundred oranges in half an hour if a little
button was pressed
hundred times by a butler’s thumb” (39). From an
underworld of concealed proletarian energy arises the caravansary of glamour
— even “the premature moon” is “produced
the supper, no doubt, out of a
caterer’s basket” (43). Ideally invisible yet structurally indispensable, the very
incarnation of demystification, the proletariat stirs fear and offense in the
instance of a “too obtrusive fate” (108), as when its “world, material without
being real, where poor ghosts, breathing dreams
air, drifted fortuitously
about,” comes calling at the mansion of the rich, “like that
fantastic fig
ure gliding toward him through the amorphous trees” (162). The ensuing cli
mactic action — Gatsby’s presumable alarm, the raised gun, the expression, the
aim, the shot — is denied enactment in the narrative: perhaps it is literally
unfocusable
Fitzgerald’s mind, since the text does not even refer to that
ashen figure’s weapon. Like an eruption from the tormented political uncon
scious, the very embodiment of proletarian suffering has come for rough justice
to the enchanted blue lawns, and from the “holocaust” (163) wrought by that
“unreal” world, the novel averts its gaze.
Fatalistically presented hitherto as unbeatable, the status quo now
into a final tension,
yet imperilled, absolute but eliminable (“He
was crazy enough to
me if I hadn’t told him. . . . His hand was on a revolver
in his pocket every minute he was in the house” [180]). The identification of
the working class as kind of spectral enemy goes deep for Fitzgerald, for the
identical conjunction recurs in The Last Tycoon, where once again the destruc
tive alliance of a philistine millionaire with proletarian insurrection sends to his
doom the Fitzgerald hero — a personification of a shining beauty distilled from
personal riches. In this final reflex of conservative reaction, Fitzgerald’s
response to the poverty and frustration that his novel exposed so clearly has
been to blame the victim. (“It’s essentially cleaner to
corrupt and rich than
it is to be innocent and poor,” insists Amory Blaine in This Side of Paradise
[230]). Temperamentally incapable of identification with the poor because of
their unpoetical indigence, the surreal aesthetic destitution imposed by pover
ty, Fitzgerald sides, to the end, with the exploitative, privileged magic of a
glamour whose conditions he had so lucidly demystified.
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Notes
1. See Trilling; Piper; Bewley; and Raleigh.
2. Also quoted ironically
Fitzgerald, “Echoes” 19.
3. On commodity fetishism in Gatsby, whereby “[t]hings, not human
beings, seem to possess a nearly magical power of legitimation” and dominate
consciousness, see Posnock 205-9.
4. Judith Fetterley puts the point well: “Daisy is that which money exists
to buy. . . . Thus, women, who have themselves no actual power, become sym
bolic of the power of moneyed men” (75, 83). Fetterley’s is a fine interpretation
of Fitzgerald’s misogyny and the double standard scapegoating Daisy. But Fet
terley ignores class relations (curiously able thus to see Myrtle as achieving
“final transcendence” [91]) and conceives Gatsby’s/Fitzgerald’s “investment” in
the Daisy figure almost timelessly, as self-regarding male “romanticism,” rather
than defining the broad philosophic and contemporary economic
by
which Daisy is constructed figure and to fail as the bearer of the ideal.
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Near the end of our class session, my students and I
were discussing Billy Budd within an historical con
text when James spoke up, saying
had read Jeffrey
Weeks on the formation of homosexuality and that
was aware of the anachronism of his adjective, but
was Billy Budd gay?
“
on your readings, what do you think?” I
asked.
“All those feminine comparisons — it kinda
seems he was. But Melville also compares him to
Hercules, so maybe not.”
“Hercules had a male lover,” I replied. “Hylas.”
Even as James’s jaw dropped, Maria offered a
challenge: “But what would be the point? I mean,
what would be Melville’s purpose in making Billy,
well, homosexual?”
An excellent question, I said. But it was not one
to which we found an answer at the time.
Because of this session,
own interest was
piqued. Delving into the subject first from the his
torical perspective
which the course was focused, I
came across Elizabeth Renker’s article in which she
writes of a family secret, a “terrible issue” (130) that
other Melville scholars had broached and that she
alleges to be wife abuse. Edwin Miller’s 1975 biog
raphy of Melville makes that abuse quite clear; how
ever, that seems scarcely a dark unmentionable for, as
Renker demonstrates, persons outside the immediate
family were aware of Melville’s behavior. No, the
deeper
might be that Melville was what today
we call
In some of
letters and elsewhere, Melville
chafes at not being permitted to express what he
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longs to. On March 3, 1849 he wrote a letter to Evert A. Duyckinck, his edi
tor, stating that
believed even Shakespeare was not entirely forthcoming on
certain topics (Davis and Gilman 80); and in December he wrote another let
ter to Duyckinck declaring, “What a madness & anguish it is, that an author
can never — under no conceivable circumstances — be at all frank with his
readers” (96). A year and a half later, in June of 1851, he wrote to Hawthorne:
“Try to get a living by the Truth — and go to the Soup Societies” (127) and
“What I feel most
to write, that is banned” (128). In short, Melville had
something to say that,
he to write of it, he could communicate only in dis
guise. To write by indirection, by allusion, was his way to reclaim
own life,
a life not fully lived as he desired, a creative way circumvent “culturally and
politically enforced unspeakability” (Creech 14). Given the rarity of women in
his work, wife abuse can hardly have been the unrevealed truth in his writings.
At the same time, the frustration of playing the heterosexual, patriarchal role
may, however, explain his wife abuse. In fact, Melville
have abused his wife
both because he felt sexually and emotionally trapped and because he loathed
the bourgeois, patriarchal, and familial order that she represented for him.
Unspeakable, such feelings could be sublimated in his work. The verbal dis
guise, the oblique contextualization, the frequent indirect and elusive descrip
tions in Billy Budd can indeed interpreted as references to sexual friendships.
But even if the Victorian mode of prose and morality had allowed for utter
frankness about the unspeakable, would Melville have had the language for
what he longed to express?
I am reminded of myself as a child: as a boy I was aware of both sex and
gender. The games I played more often than not involved the genitalia. From
the age of at least five, I had been strongly attracted to men — mostly my
uncles — attracted to both the face and the groin of men. I took to wearing
aprons, dresses,
at age six, playing in barnyard and backyard the opposite
sex lusted after by farmer, cowboy, Indian brave. These childhood games con
tinued until age eleven when I discovered another boys warm hand on my
crotch as I and other pupils
seated around a classroom table. The hand
caressed. A thunderbolt of realization struck me: I did not have to
female
to be sexually attractive to boys. Masculinity was not — is not — only hetero
sexual. I didn’t have the words for this experience, this intuitive recognition,
but, later, I resolved someday to write of
I
not saying that Melville was
such a child, but I
suggesting that he had such a recognition and under
standing. Let me put it another way.
In another era, what do you do when you don’t have the words for a con
cept in which you ardently believe, a concept that were it clearly articulated
might brand you a persona non grata, a concept that
would
find too
radical, too disturbing, too much against the American public ethos, in short,
too dangerous? You perceive that femininity and masculinity are not the
rate and compartmentalized domains that your
has assumed; you see, as
do many of your fellow “avant-garde of male artists, sexual radicals, and intel
lectuals” of the latter years of the nineteenth century (Showalter 11), that patri
archal hegemony is too limiting. It’s why Melville has Billy jump to his feet in
the rowboat, “a breach of naval decorum” (Melville 7): here is a young man out
side the rules, outside the norm. You also cannot divorce your notions of
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friendship from sexuality (Martin 15). How do you articulate these concep
tions when
such as patriarchy, sexuality, and even homosexuality have not
been coined or are not in the common parlance? If you are Herman Melville,
you out your own direction by careful design and indirection; you write a novel
and entitle it Billy Budd.
What Melville presents in Billy Budd is indeed a “radical critique” (Martin
8), but
written in part of a subject that his own subject would not have
comprehended; that is, while Billy is not able “to deal in double meanings and
insinuations of any sort” (Melville 7), Melville clearly is and does. Only
through his indirect and allusive style can he accomplish his goal of exploring
the contact
and boundaries of male sexuality in a homosocial world.
As early as 1933 in his critique of Billy Budd, E. L. Grant Watson stated
that the book hints at “shadows of primal, sexual simplicities” (14). Primal and
sexual, yes, but simplicities? Hardly. Complexities rather. Indeed, to
the more subtle sexual implications of the novella is, it seems to me,
be
unaware of authorial intention. Billy Budd was more or less completed in 1891;
Melville could not have been unaware of “the preoccupation with male sexual
ity” (Weeks 106) during the industrial and social changes of his day, especially
during the last twenty years of the nineteenth century, when legal regulations
and social stigmas against “perverted persons” or inverts, that is, those who
came to called homosexual men, were in England to culminate in the famous
Oscar Wilde trial of 1895, and in the United States to endorse increased crim
inalization and medical “colonialization” as well as the reportage of same-sex
scandals. The terms sexual perversion, mental disorder, abnormality, pathology
current explanations or definitions of homosexual love and relations in
Melville’s later years (D’Emilio and Freedman 122-4, 129-30; Katz 139-67;
Weeks 114). In fact, Robert K. Martin asserts, “Melville was aware, from his
earliest writings, of the possibility of homosexual relations between men” (7).
And I have no doubt, but also no proof— only my own homosexual sensibili
ty and my intuitive reader response, “intuition itself being not a method but an
event” (Berthoff 13) making sense of experience, or, as James Creech put it, my
“identificatory, erotic response” that he terms “camp reading” (37) — that
Melville experienced a sexual relationship with a man (or men), perhaps aboard
ship, perhaps in the Marquesas or Tahiti where homosexuality was not uncom
mon, perhaps in San Francisco, perhaps elsewhere. What theorist Jeffrey
Weeks writes of John Addington Symonds, an English contemporary of
Melville and like the latter a husband and father, applies equally to Melville: he
“was striving to articulate a way of life quite distinct from those which had gone
before” (112); but whereas Symonds first did so in
A Problem in GreekEthics,
exploring ancient Greek same-sex sexuality as an
way of life (111),
Melville did so in Billy Budd, exploring homosexuality as an ideal possibility
personified in the eponymous youth of the novella.
Too few critics and theorists have delved into the sexual implications of the
novel beyond those relevant to Claggart. Why is this? Because homosexuality
can
broached, critiqued, theorized only if it is divorced from what is social
acceptable
nominally good?1 Or
homosexuality as a sustained
topic of discussion in literature has been either an embarrassment or anathema?
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Or because it has been incomprehensible, at least as a positive but radical nor
mality? From F. O. Matthiessen through W. H. Auden, Leslie Fiedler, Robert
K. Martin, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick to Kathy J. Phillips, the repressed sex
uality of Claggart has been discussed and analyzed. Claggart’s is the contorted
love-hatred of homophobia, a homosexuality deformed
fear, by moral and
legal repression brought about by fear. While his desire for Billy is a natural
desire, it is a depraved natural desire, which, Melville is telling us, means that
the desire of one man for another is natural but its depravity or lack thereof is
dependent upon the man
I would
upon the type of sexuality the man
lives out. The subtext of those sexualities, of which different homosexualities
are a part, grounds this essay; Claggart is not the only homosexual man on the
ship.
My thesis, then, goes beyond that of Kathy Phillips, whose anti-homophostance is founded on stereotypical perceptions of homosexuality, that is, that
the numerous comparisons of Billy to females and traits feminine suggest
homosexuality; and it goes beyond the readings of other critics (but is similar
to Creech’s reading of Pierre) who have perceived the novella as homoerotic. I
suggest Melville wrote an intentionally codified but retrievable text, positing a
broad comprehension of masculine sexuality,
that incorporated the homo
erotic and homosexual as heroic and valiant and irreproachable.
In this allusive and codified style, Melville posits not one essentialized
homosexuality but at least three homosexualities, three modes or practices and
views of homosexuality, a different
embodied in each of the three men most
minutely described in Billy
one homophobic (Claggart), one closeted
and passing as straight (Vere), and one unadulterated (Billy). Because much
has been discussed elsewhere concerning the first, I
focus on the last two
men. Suggesting Captain Vere is a closeted homosexual man and Billy most
likely a practicing rather than a latent or potential homosexual youth, Melville
expands conventional understandings of male-male sexuality. Further, in
demonstrating the dangers and injustices caused by defensive homophobia and
the closeted life, Melville not only champions a possible sexuality defined by
men who are neither fearful nor ashamed of their homoeroticism and homo
sexuality but also, in doing so, attempts to redeem his own closeted life.
First, however, a matter of definition. Any definitions not predicated on
universals (whatever they might be) but
cultural or social foundations are
bound to be unstable. Thus, it is important to avoid “the deadening pretended
knowingness
which the chisel of modern homo-heterosexual definitional
crisis tends, in public discourse, to be hammered most fatally home” (Sedgwick
12). Given the anachronism of the term homosexual before the latter part of the
nineteenth century, this essay will use it to refer to European and Euro-Amer
ican men who bond sexually or who desire, wittingly or unwittingly, to practice
such a sexual bond.
Vere’s sexuality, while it
be clear to him, is less transparent to the read
er. Captain Edward Vere complicates the story. If Claggart represents evil
natural depravity, Vere represents compromised goodness, which, finally, is not
really goodness. And if virtue is understood as a continuum between Billy the
Good and Claggart the Evil, Vere would be found, perhaps, somewhere in the
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middle. But even Billy is not, in the last analysis, utterly innocent. We all are
tainted. Life itself compromises who and what we might have been. It is not
that homosexuality is evil or good, but — this is Melvilles indirect question
in whose lives does it make a difference? Does it make a difference in the lives
of most of the crew aboard the Bellipotent? I think not. To Billy? Certainly
not. Only to Claggart and Vere, whose differing homosexualities converge
paranoia and a self-defeating mask of respectability that
into dust.
Dust unto dust. But unlike Claggart, “the man through whom a minority def
inition
visible” (Sedgwick 127), Vere, it would seem, struggles with his
— in Melville’s cryptic phrase — “knowledge of the world” (29), a
most gay readers in my experience have for decades interpreted to mean homo
sexual desire.
In suggesting Vere’s homosexuality, Melville begins with the name:
Edward Vere. The Marvell quatrain he quotes, while it does support Vere’s
rigid discipline, is somewhat of a red herring in the significance it seems to
attach to Vere’s given and family names. The captain’s name has definite homo
sexual implications: during the reign of Elizabeth I, the
of Oxford at dif
ferent times was accused of sodomy and of pederasty; he may even have had a
love affair with the younger
of Southampton (Rodi 37). This nobleman —
and we recall that Vere was “
to the higher nobility” (Melville 16) — was
named Edward de Vere (Bray 41). Such an accusation had political implica
tions, stigmatizing de Vere as an enemy of both church and society, and it cer
tainly would have been the same for Captain Vere; it is just such a possible
accusation that concerns him. But not because he feels conflicted about his
sexuality. Surely not any more conflicted than Lord Nelson felt.
In the comparison of Vere to Lord Nelson, we locate another suggestion of,
if not homosexuality, at least homoeroticism. The detailed description Melville
gives us when Vere is wounded corresponds to the details given by several his
torians of Admiral Nelson’s last hours during the battle of Trafalgar: the “act of
putting his
alongside the enemy,” the lethal wound “by a musket ball from
a porthole of the enemy’s main cabin,” the man’s fall “to the deck” and being
“carried below,” a senior officer’s taking charge, and so on (75-6). No great leap
is required to suppose the last moments also correspond. I am referring, of
course, to those well-known words that Nelson, as he lay dying, addressed
his captain, “Kiss me, Hardy,” upon which Captain Hardy stooped and gave
Lord Nelson the
parting embrace and kiss. Given the detail Melville
relates regarding the battle of Trafalgar itself, he cannot have been ignorant of
that historic kiss. It is certainly possible that Nelson’s request for a final kiss
from his captain could suggest “a queer streak,” by which I mean not necessar
ily any stereotypical homosexuality but another view of masculinity that can
include homoerotic love for another man. Vere too has “a queer streak”
ville 19). Granted the phrase occurs may
in a fuller context of “a queer streak
of the pedantic,” but Melville as author
have meant in his usual double
entendre more than the sailors on board mean, to wit, a pedantic homosexual
streak, one which, perhaps, even instructs his cabin boy Albert in the myster
ies: pedant does, after all, derive from pedagogue, and ped refers to boy — a
queer streak for boys?
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On the other hand, the pedantic is clearly related to Vere’s love of reading.
He preferred “unconventional writers like Montaigne” (18), those who used
their common sense, free from theory and idle intellectuality. Significantly,
Montaigne states in an essay using the same phrase as its title that “our affec
tions carry themselves beyond us,” that
and desire propel us into future acts
— as Vere’s affections, fear, and desire do (16). In the same essay, Montaigne
writes of the Athenians’ “inhuman injustice” for condemning death Diomedon and other naval captains who left behind their dead after a sea victory.
Upon being sentenced Diomedon in essence blessed the Athenian judges
before he and the other captains went to their deaths. Shades of Billy Budd
himself! Diomedon’s trial — another source of the
We know that
Melville was familiar with the works of Montaigne, which include the essay “Of
Friendship,” a piece that
those who
“more friends than citizens”
(133) and hence subtly condemns Vere. In this essay Montaigne also express
es his belief that
“truly perfect” friends are “one soul in two bodies” (1345), quite
having in mind himself and Etienne de la Boetie, with whom he
enjoyed a “classical” friendship. According to Jeff Masten, in that essay Mon
taigne “centers on a relationship that is demonstrably homoerotic” (280). It is
no coincidence that Melville uses Montaigne as Vere’s preferred author, Vere
who finds in that essayist “confirmation of his own more reserved thoughts”
(Melville 18). Thoughts of male friendship? Vere, unmarried at forty, is given
at times to “a certain dreaminess of mood,” and sometimes “absently gaze[s] off
at the blank sea” (17). Starry Vere, dreamy, starry-eyed Vere. Lost in thought.
Reveries of more than male friendship? Of sexual friendship? And is Melville
here further alluding to the nineteenth-century belief that such reveries and
dreamy absorptions were the kind that led to masturbation (Martin 16)? Star
ry-eyed Vere, scopophilic Vere, homosexual but closeted Vere, studying the
body of Billy Budd, imagining it naked, dreaming of that body as he mastur
bates?
When Vere states that “[w]ith mankind forms, measured forms, are every
thing” (74), he may
mean, beyond the obvious forms of legalities and cus
tom, the forms of the human body. He has measured Billy’s form with his eyes,
seen him as young Adam in the nude (46). The body is everything. It is the
form that houses intellect, spirit, sexuality; pain, grief, desire, pleasure. The
body informs us that we live, that we are alive. That form is only partly living,
as exemplified in Claggart, which limits what it can experience. And Vere, who
worships the form of Billy Budd, cannot do so openly, honestly. He lives in a
closet.
Contrary to Sedgwick, I insist that Billy is more than a Platonic object in
the scopophilia of Vere (108-9): Vere rationalizes his feelings, at least before
his peers, into a fatherly kindness, sublimating his desire for the youth, only
act upon it later, between the time of Billy’s sentence and Billy’s death. The
erectness he has sublimated, he reveals upon Claggart’s death. Vis-a-vis Billy,
both men are hard, apparently straight, erect without being upright, feeling the
force that through the pink fuse throbs. In Melville’s phallic imagery, Claggart
is “tilted from erectness” upon Billy’s death blow, but Vere regains erectness (50)
and retains it into, through, and beyond Billy’s consummation, the hanging at
which he stands “erectly rigid” (71) as though on an S & M rack.
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Was this erectness also Vere’s erection, consummated with Billy while clos
eted in the stateroom? The meaning of closet in the nineteenth century, Creech
reminds us, refers to a small but intimate room wherein privacy could be
assured (130). What did occur in this private place? What occurred when no
Claggart, no other officer, no other sailor, with perhaps one exception, was in
the presence of Billy and Vere? To answer that question, we must turn our
attention to the eponymous character of the novel.
However, to ask the question, “Is Billy Budd homosexual?” misses Melville’s
point regarding homosociality and homoeroticism among men. The question
is, “Why is there not a place for homoeroticism among men, a place that may
or may not include sexual intimacy?” In Billy Budd, Melville offers such a
place, advocating a broader understanding and a wider practice of virility —
rather, a wider range of performance of who and what men are — than is tra
ditionally accepted or assumed.
The sensibility of the entire book is clearly homoerotic. Sedgwick’s state
ment that “every impulse of every person in this book that
at all be called
desire could be called homosexual desire, being directed by men exclusively
toward men” (92) coincides with this perception. Furthermore, congruent with
the French critic Georges-Michel Sarrote’s understanding of the merchant ves
sel The Rights of Man as “a homoerotic paradise that is predominantly virile”
(79) is Sedgwick’s
that the story’s section on The Rights ofMan constitutes
a fantasy (presumably Melville’s) of a homosexual life prior to the social cre
ation of “a distinct homosexual identity” (93). It follows that Billy is at one
with that homoerotic, homosexual life; that is, he lives as a homosexual aboard
that ship. “The buggery of sailors is taken for granted everywhere,” claims
Leslie Fiedler, and historical
and narratives support his claim, but this
type of sexual relation “is thought of usually as an inversion forced
men by
their isolation from women; though the opposite case
well true: the iso
lation sought more or less consciously as an occasion for male encounters”
(“Come Back” 149). A fantasy and a paradise indeed, for male-male desires.
But Billy is
from this
Much has been made in at least
anti-homophobic study of Melville’s
comparsions of Billy to the opposite sex: he is a “flower” (Melville 6), “a rustic
beauty” (8), “like the beautiful woman” in a Hawthorne story (10), with a “fem
inine” complexion (8) like that of “the more beautiful English girls” (68), and
so on (see Phillips 904-5). Though the study does not define Billy as homo
sexual, the problem here is that it encourages the homosexual stereotype, that
linkage of homosexuality to femininity or femaleness. And while it is Melville’s
intention to suggest Billy’s homosexuality, the use of these feminine attributes
in conjunction with their opposites — “an able seaman” (7), an “athletic frame”
(25), “a horse fresh from the pasture” (36), not to mention his
strength
—
both Billy’s androgyny and (to be fair to the aforementioned study)
his ease and acceptance of “the feminine in man” (60). But Billy is also com
pared to various heroes, all of a pre-Christian order and era. Why, we might
ask? And why these particular signifiers, these heroes or gods: Alexander,
Apollo, Hercules, Achilles? Why not Odysseus, Hector, Jason, Ajax? It is
when androgynous Billy is compared to those particular personages, historical
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or mythical, that Melville can allude to and signify Billy Budd as the estimable
homosexual — the homosexual without cognition of phobia or guilt. And cer
tainly Melville’s allusions to this homosexual literary tradition are as intention
al and
as any biblical allusions so purported and prized by Melvilles
straight critics.
It would not be enough, of course, merely to uncover what any signifier sig
nifies; such a stylized posture leads only to the question, “so what?” Something
significant remains absent when all we’ve done is to say a certain symbol
archetype
this or that. To close the gap, which Ann Berthoff says decon
structionists and poststructuralists reductively leave open, in this account of
making sense of Melville’s allusive
I
interpret my own interpretation.
Among other effects, it is a way of “reclaiming the imagination” (Berthoff 11)
and thus honoring both authorial intentions and the potential of literature to
deepen our lives.
When Melville writes of Billy’s “curled flaxen locks” (68), are we to recall
the author’s “life-long memory of the relief sculpture of Antinoüs”
Love and Death 348) that he had viewed in Italy during his 1856-57 European
a sculpture that he described as having a “head like moss-rose with
curls and buds — rest all simplicity” (quoted in Fiedler 348)? And are we to
recall that Antinoüs was the beautiful youth and constant companion of the
Emperor Hadrian? Is Billy, as Fiedler contends, “Jack Chase recast in the
image of Antinoüs” (362)? Most assuredly, yes. Were this indirect
to
antiquity as well as to homosexuality the only one, we could — had
noticed
it at all — with ease and without compunction shrug it off. But such is not the
case. Just as, in William H. Shurr’s words, the “parallels between Christ and
Billy are too numerous to be dismissed as only minimally relevant” (256), so
Melville’s references to famous persons who practiced homosexuality are too
numerous to dismiss. Clearly, Melville has an objective in
selection of the
renowned heroes to whom Billy is compared throughout the book.
The first such comparison occurs when the Handsome Sailor in general is
conflated with Billy and compared to Alexander the Great (Melville 2).
Alexander’s great love was his courtier Hephaestion. When the latter died
quite suddenly, Alexander’s grief was, as Hadrian’s for Antinoüs would later be,
so extravagant that he commissioned temples and statues to be erected in his
lover’s
(Hadrian was even more elaborate in that he established a city,
Antinoopolis, in memory of his favorite.) Billy is a Handsome Sailor, and as
such he is Alexander the Great, a hero, a lover, a lover of males.
Billy is more directly compared to Apollo (6). Apollo, Ovid informs us in
Book 10 of The Metamorphoses, loved the youth Hyacinthus and “went ranging
after boyish pleasures,” finding “distraction near his lover’s home” where “the
lovers, naked, sleeked themselves with oil / And stood at discus throw”
Just as Billy, by throwing his
unintentionally kills the man who
but for
self-loathing
have been Billy’s lover, so Apollo, by throwing
the discus, unintentionally kills his lover. In his grief he metamorphoses the
youth into the purple hyacinth. True, Apollo made love to mortal females, but
he also made love to males.
Billy is also compared to Hercules who, on the voyage of the Argo, lost his
young lover Hylas. Unknown to the hero, water nymphs had pulled the youth
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into their underwater grotto. Here Billy seems a conflation of Hercules and
Hylas, for he too was to find an underwater grave. Additionally, Hercules took
as lovers
charioteer Iolaus and Nestor, son of King Neleus of Pylus.
Achilles is another comparison. Like Achilles, Billy bears a single flaw. But
it is the famous Homeric tale of the hero’s grief and vengeance for Patroclus, his
slain comrade-in-arms, that offers another vital similarity, though the
need
not be retold here. Should we doubt the Iliad's sexual implications regarding
the two warriors, we need only look at the fragments we have of Aeschylus’s
Achilleis, in which Achilles is clearly the sexual lover of Patroclus; or look at
Plato’s Symposium, in which Phaedrus insistently turns the tables and says that
Patroclus is the lover of Achilles (Halperin 86). Hierarchy — who’s on top —
mattered as much to those Greeks as it did to the English and their navies
1797 and as it does to contemporary patriarchy. However, because we tend
forget or ignore that classical Greece assumed sexual love between partnered
companions in war, Melville is "reclaiming the place and eros of Homeric
heroes” (Sedgwick 42) to whom Billy is frequently and deliberately compared.
Melville also indirectly compares Billy to Orpheus (74). The obvious rea
sons are that Billy has charmed nearly all the crew and that
can sing like an
“illiterate nightingale” (9), like Orpheus. According to myth, Orpheus is also
the first same-sex-loving mortal; in fact, it is he who, after the loss of Eurydice,
introduced pederasty to Thrace:

Meanwhile he taught the men of Thrace the art
Of making love to boys and
them that
Such love affairs renewed their early vigor,
The innocence of youth, the flowers of spring.
(Ovid 10.276)

Like Orpheus, David of the Old Testament too sang and played the harp.
Melville, compares Billy to “the comely young David” (31), an historical figure
who deeply mourned the loss of his friend Jonathan in this famous lamentation:
“Very pleasant hast thou been unto me: thy love to
was wonderful, passing
the love of women” (2 Sam. 1:26). There is perhaps no way we can know
whether or not this male bond was sexual, but the David and Jonathan relation
has long been an archetype for homosexual men, the phrase “passing [some
times surpassing the love of women” a part of their vocabulary. In David, as in
the other heroes of homosexual literary tradition, Melville no doubt saw a man
“who could respond adequately to his desire for a love that was at once ideal and
physical” (Martin 7).
Lord Nelson is another historical analogue to both Billy and Vere. In that
both Billy and Nelson have their fall, that is, are
at sea, they are obvi
ously comparable. More significantly, young Budd also can be equated to Nel
son in that he too is kissed by a seafaring man shortly before
death. That
suggested equation is as intentional as any intimation ofJudas and Christ might
be.
In short, then, these allusions to heroes provide an epistemology of homo
eroticism. Because Melville sensed that physical
love
“survive
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only in the obliquity of a symbol” (Fiedler, “Come Back” 146), he consciously
chose these archetypes to
a homosexual status or positioning of his
main character, one that in no way detracts from Billy’s innocence but ennobles
his very sexuality.
Billy is a younger but Anglo Queequeg who exudes and probably lives out,
in Fiedler’s words, an “innocent homosexuality” (Love and Death 348). “The
root of Billy’s innocence, then,” observes
“is his freedom from the uni
versally inherited effects of the
of Adam” (256). Precisely. He is free from
the effects of
remorse, guilt, “remaining unsophisticated by . . . moral
obliquities”
10). Just as he has no use for religious dogma as death
approaches, Billy has no use for and would
baffled by any guilt-inducing
sexual morality. Auden acknowledges that Billy “may have done things which
in a conscious person would
sin . . . but he feels no guilt” (“Passion” 86). It
is this freedom from guilt within Billy that Claggart hates. He knows only a
homosexuality sullied legal and religious bans; Billy practices one untouched
by either. Even as Claggart’s homophobic homosexuality is naturally
so Billy’s homophilic homosexuality is naturally Edenic, irreproachable —
though not necessarily chaste. Let me illustrate: growing up naive in a sparse
ly settled rural community where men shared beds and embraces that were
erotic though not necessarily homosexual, I
without stricture my own
bent. Had someone told me that the sex acts that I enjoyed as an adolescent
transgressions, I doubt I would have understood. I understood the body
as a site of pleasure, of affirmation. It spoke to me more truly than
Sun
day sermon. What did I know? What did I know of shame or fear or hatred’s
austere offices? Later I was thrown into temporary confusion when told that
homosexuality was wrong, sinful. And though for a short time I wrestled with
a morality imposed on a body exposed, that is, with an exterior morality versus
an interior law of the body, I knew who and what
body loved and I refused
to deny it, refused to deny
own economy of masculinity and sexuality, my
ontology. Claggart’s denial, his diluted personhood, misshapes his sexuality
into a vindictive homophobia. Billy’s character suggests that we all are less
than or other than ourselves when we lack the virtue of pagan goodness and
guiltlessness, that homoeroticism
have a place in our world if the bans
based on fear and power were not in place. Religious and moral dogma hiding
behind the law, and the esteem we seek from others out of our insecurity,
bespeak the compromised life, destroy the uncompromised nature, that rarest
of natures unadulterated by acculturation. In the subtext of the novella,
Melville asserts — as no other writer had done heretofore — the complexities
of the Euro-American male as revealed in different homosexualities; further,
although society won’t have it so, he subtly and carefully creates in the text —
and by implication in the world at large — a site of possibility, that is, a site for
healthy homosexuality. More importantly, Billy Budd is the text through which
Melville reclaimed
own half-lived life.
Accordingly, the claim that Billy goes to his death “the ever-virgin undefiled by orgasm,” as Camille Paglia has put it (595), assumes a Judeo-Christian
and heterosexual ideology. First,
does not necessarily defile. Second,
Billy, I have argued, could and
did enjoy sexual relations with the same
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sex without compunction. Third, what occurs during that “interview” between
Vere and Billy in the closet is open to interpretation, one being that the inter
view suggests the homosexuality of both men. An interview is a view shared
between
persons, even a view into another (French entrevue), and such a
view might be sexual. While it is true that this private meeting of
bodies
more than two minds is “disappointingly offstage” (Tindall 36), it is narrated
with as much discretion as respect. Repressive Victorian society demanded as
much. The love that dare not speak its name does not speak it. Yet such dis
cretion does not mean that the “consummation devoutly to be wished” did not
occur. We do know that Vere “may in the end have caught young Billy to his
heart” (Melville 63), that is, caught him to “the feminine”2 within him that he
had insisted must
eliminated (60), and we know that the two men “radical
ly” exchanged the “rarer qualities” of their nature (63),
exchange that I take
to mean that the love that dared not speak its name may have been consum
mated. Such a sharing is, of course — as Melville avers — ”all but incredible
to average minds however much cultivated” (63). We re also told that Vere was
“old enough to have been Billy’s father” (62), but that too may
an oblique
reference to homosexual Daddy-and-Boy love, the terminology for which,
though not the conception, had yet to be coined. I myself in response to a male
student’s proposition, have used the cliché, “I’m old enough to be your father.”
Perhaps indicative of a passion latent in
who protests too much?. Creech
makes a convincing case for Melville’s “homosexual, incestuous desire” and his
masturbatory fantasies about his own father (140-45). Billy Budd
be, then,
Melville’s final acknowledgement and redemption of that desire. Vere,
er, is less representative of a father and more of a lover. With Billy he has
indeed “developed the passion sometimes latent under an exterior
or
indifferent” (Melville 63), has quite
lived out that passion, experienced it
sexually, man to man. And Billy, passive and submissive, a pagan innocent of
and unadulterated by Christianity, feels
in being loved to death. His
final death had been prepared for in his little death with Captain Vere.3
Vere does not feel that confidence in anyone else. Aware of his reading
usually
e, Melville uses to his advantage the homosexual paranoia rampant at
the end of his own century. In a homosocial atmosphere as that aboard the Bellipotent, contextualized by dogmatic heterosexuality where some men
doubtlessly have not openly acknowledged, let alone embraced, their homo
erotic psyche, many men fear homosexuality, the result of which often creates a
defensive and dangerous homophobia. This we see in Claggart. Yet, as Sedg
wick illustrates, it is unpoliced desire among males that may foment the fear of
mutiny (101), a fear that is really paranoia of a collective secret being too open
lest it lead to subversive activity. Create an erotic bond among men and the
hegemonic bonds of patriarchy unravel. Order becomes disorder; predictabili
ty becomes chaos. Such hypotheses (founded on fear) derive, of course, from a
sex-negative point of view. But the fact is that other orders of ontology than
the dominant anti-sex order of the Judeo-Christian tradition have always exist
ed,
as subcultures,
proscribed, many subsuming same-sex rites or
love. Openly deployed and acknowledged homosexuality of the modern era, in
whatever form, challenges the dominant order of things. No doubt Vere sur-
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mised that were same-sex love the order of the day
ship, the disciplined
life at sea might anchor in lust — order would become orgy. But his panic at
the prospect of mutiny is also a homosexual panic, the panic of being found out,
of being named, defined, and then dismissed if not disposed of.
When a love is anathematized, condemned, silenced, only harm can emerge
from that silence, a silence that equals death. Consider “the space opened up
by [Billy’s] stutter” which is, according Barbara Johnson, “the pivot on which
the entire story turns” (94). The space acknowledges the forces of hatred and
injustice in ascendancy of power. The love that dared not speak its name in
Billy Budd stutters. It cannot articulate. But because he dares to taint — no,
defile — that love
jealousy and lies,
his evil nature, Claggart must die.
He would twist a homoerotic love into something base, but Billy — and
Melville — will not have it so. Love must conquer evil, and for a brief moment
it does.
The fury unleashed in Billy by such
of power substitutes a fist for
the love neither Claggart nor Billy
name. The blow “that does not mean
to mean” death (Johnson 86), means death. Because silence is equated with
death, what does not mean (intend) death for Claggart means death for Billy.
Into the space opened by Billy’s stutter steps Captain Vere, who demon
strates a negotiation between naive pagan love and self-loathing. That negoti
ation is the closet life, the life that plays the game of business-as-usual, the life
that
not “rock the boat,” the life that promotes only one kind of order, het
erosexual and patriarchal, but a life that becomes a death as well. The social
order is not always just. Individuals are often sacrificed to Mars and Hera, god
and goddess for whom only one social order pertains — the laws of war, the
laws of heterosexual love. Vere, despite his own feelings and desires, has sacri
ficed himself to the gods of convention. While he leaves the world safe for
hegemonic culture and heterosexuality, he leaves it wanting “Billy Budd, Billy
Budd.”
What Vere suffers in private after Billy’s sentence is a two-edged and con
flicted guilt: the public guilt of a manipulative because paranoid judge, and the
private guilt of a lover who has condemned the one he
loved. His last
words are the wistful words of yearning. For too brief a time he had held to his
own body the body of a man he loved. Those last words — “Billy Budd, Billy
Budd” — acknowledge within himself his feeling, what he has called the fem
inine, but too late. After the Fall,
cannot return to Eden. Death at the gate
and no going back.
As if to confirm Billy’s sexuality among men, the description of Billy’s
death is also sexual. Granted, it includes the phrase “fleece of the Lamb of God
seen in a mystical vision” (71), but nowhere in the Bible does the Lamb of God
deny condemn sexuality of any kind; furthermore, various gnostic sects, with
which Melville seems to have been familiar (Shurr 164-6), while celebrating the
gospel of Jesus, also entertained sexual rites, all of which is to say that sex and
religion are not mutually exclusive. The “vapory fleece . . . shot through with a
soft glory” (71) upon Billy’s hanging is a positive sexual image of semen, that
life fluid. And as he ascends the gibbet and takes “the full rose of the dawn”
(71), we are given the metaphor of Billy taking into himself the rosy head of a
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phallus, an
spectacular and bright, without shame, without censure, an
uplifting image, if you will, religious in the true sense of bonding, a quiet and
final glorification of sexuality.
Billy, of course, has to die. From Vere’s viewpoint, one questioned by some
of his own officers, Billy must die to serve justice. In the social prison of Vere’s
life, social ambition and convention must win out. Like the US military today,
Vere believes that a free-spirited queer will disrupt order and discipline; fur
thermore, like the US military, Vere secretly will not tolerate a gauntlet tossed
his authority and nominally heterosexual identity. He must forestall his
own inclination to indulge in or accept the sexuality to which he is drawn.
After all, “desirable masculinity in patriarchal culture . . . can
afford
acknowledge its own erotic economy” (Solomon-Godeau 75). Heterosexism
and the closet that condones it insist upon defining the public world. All else
must be dismissed or eliminated.
And so Billy dies. But while Billy’s death is not a tragedy, it does contain
— in Auden’s words — “exceptional pathos” (“Greeks” 16): the noblest char
acter of the novel does not survive; he has been made a pawn to preserve the
gods of heterosexual supremacy. Yet his death connotes a judgment of that lim
ited view. In fact, his death makes the book a damning critique of a society that
condemns and imprisons homoerotic love, including Melville’s own. While
Claggart may chafe and Vere may panic at their own perceived homosexualities,
Melville sides with Billy’s natural and unadulterated ontology. The author had
come to realize (without our current terminology for it) that heterosexual hege
mony functions to destroy any non-heterosexual integrity. Contesting that
hegemony, as well as any paradigm of homosexuality that submits to it, he
to
in
Billy the site of what it means to be human here,
and utterly alive
blishes through
to every moment. In so doing, Melville redeems — if not heals — himself of
the split between his lived and unlived life. And that, I might have said
answer to my student Maria, is Melville’s ultimate purpose in making Billy
Budd homosexual. Through Billy — sleek and tawny and blamelessly unchaste,
a giver and taker of immediate pleasure, a singer of life, someone who cannot
perceive anything transgressive in who and what and how he is, someone who
loved purely and fearlessly the end — Melville advocates a Whitmanian soci
ety with latitude and leeway for all healthy sexualities, a future freed from the
undemocratic and inhumane confines of a compulsory heterosexuality that
rejects a site for the homoerotic bonding of men, a future that ascends and tran
scends the resistant and repressive present to take “the full rose of the dawn.”

decide

Notes
1. Fortunately,
’s Epistemology of the Closet in particular and Gay
and Lesbian Studies in general go a long way to correct that viewpoint.
2. When Vere forces his predetermined sentence past the three men who
are reputedly
Billy’s fate,
declares, among much else, “But let not
warm hearts betray heads that should be cool. . . . The heart
sometimes
the feminine in man, is as that piteous woman, and hard though it be, she must
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here be ruled out” (60). “The feminine” here is not sexual but affective — the
sentimental or feeling side suppressed in a closeted and divided man, namely
Vere. His is the voice of
of hegemony, of patriarchy.
3. Even had he been privy to any sexual act between Vere and Billy, Albert,
the “Captains hammock-boy” (Melville 48), who
have shared the captains
hammock, shows a “discretion and fidelity” in which Vere is fully confident.
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Capitalism and the Marxist Imaginary at Yale

(and Elsewhere)

Richard Levin

This is a kind of response to Michael Sprinker’s essay
in the last issue of Journal x on the TA strike at Yale
in 1995-96, but like him I wont be concentrating on
the strike itself. Instead I want to look at some of the
more general questions raised by it and by his essay,
beginning with the relationship between capitalism
and our colleges and universities. Sprinker’s analysis
of the situation at Yale is based on an attempt to
equate colleges/universities with capitalist
and the centerpiece of this effort is a chart in which
he lists the
of people in the academic hierar
chy, from TAs to trustees, and connects them with
equal signs to
in the factory hierarchy, from
temporary workers to the board of directors
(Sprinker 210). This is the equation that enables him
to argue that graduate students are really
and
so are “exploited” by the appropriation of their “sur
plus” labor (213,
Despite
use of equal signs, however, and his
insistence that the two hierarchies are “exactly” alike
and march “to the very same tune, responding to
identical imperatives” applied “with equal force”
(210-11), the fact is that this isn’t
equation but
analogy and,
most analogies, it serves the analogist’s agenda by focusing only on similarities (real
alleged) between the two things that s/he wants to
connect and passing over their differences that weak
this connection.1 The differences become obvious
once we realize that his factory hierarchy omits two
essential groups of people — the customers who buy
the factory products and so
its income, and
the owners (shareholders) who put up the capital to
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operate the factory and reap the profits from its income, or, in Marxist parlance,
from the “surplus labor” of its workers.2 The reason they’re omitted is obvious:
when we add them to the academic hierarchy the analogy is in big trouble. The
owners are the taxpayers for public colleges and nonprofit corporations
pri
vate ones,
if we limit ourselves to undergraduate programs where virtually
all TAs work, the only customers are the students (or their parents) who buy the
product with their tuition.3 But this tuition income is always less than the cost
of the programs, and so colleges operate at a loss, which
that the own
ers, instead of reaping a profit, have to make good the loss through taxes the
endowment. This in turn means that, since no profit is made from their
no “surplus labor” in the Marxist sense is appropriated from the TAs.
It seems clear, then, that Marx’s analysis of capitalism and “surplus labor”
doesn’t apply to modern colleges or other nonprofit institutions, and there’s no
reason why it should, since Marx wasn’t dealing with them.4 There is, howev
er, another aspect of the Marxist tradition that impels believers to extend this
analysis to all aspects of society, which I’ll call the Marxist “imaginary,” using
the term loosely to draw on both Lacan’s concept of an infantile imaginary
order of illusory unity prior to our entrance into the symbolic order, and
Althusser’s concept of ideology as
imaginary
“mystified” relation to —
and hence “misrecognition” of— social reality.5
Actually, the Marxist tradition has two distinct but related imaginaries.
One is the myth of “primitive communism,”
idyllic
in the childhood
of the race when there was no individuality or conflict and people lived togeth
er in perfect unity and harmony. Not all Marxists still believe in this, although
it was recently revived in Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious and Frank
Lentricchia’s call (before his conversion, of which more later) for “a redemptive
project” that will “make us whole again beyond confusion” (151).6 Nor is the
idea limited to Marxists, since many other groups have similar myths of a
utopia in the past from which we have fallen — the Garden of Eden for Jews
and Christians, the Golden Age of the pagans, the good old days of the found
ing fathers or simple small-town life for some reactionaries, and so on.7
The
and much more important Marxist imaginary is a view of the
world as a Manichean conflict between the forces of good and evil. This too
isn’t unique to Marxists; it’s shared by many other people, especially on the far
right, although their definition of the two forces is obviously very different. It’s
often connected to the first imaginary, since those who believe in a lost utopia
in the childhood of the race or nation usually believe it was lost because of some
evil entity that still operates today and must opposed by the good forces. For
those who look back to the Garden of Eden, this enemy is literally Satan, and
for those with other “edens” the enemy is typically given satanic qualities.
Reactionaries do this to secular humanism or feminism or whatever they blame
for the loss of our earlier innocence, and Marxists do it to private property, class
division, and their modern embodiment in capitalism, which destroyed primi
tive communism and so
their Satan or Evil Other (hereafter
ated EO). Stephen Greenblatt observes that Marxists see capitalism not “as a
complex historical movement” in a complex and changing world but “as a uni
tary demonic principle” (151), and this is borne out, for example, when Jim
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Neilson and Gregory Meyerson “identify capitalism as the engine behind glob
al suffering” (242), and when Sprinker-says that college officials who deal with
capitalist enterprises are “sup [ping] with the devil” (212). It’s
analogy, to be
sure, but it serves his agenda and reveals his mystification of capitalism as the
EO — the Wicked Witch of the West who, like Crabby Appleton,8 is “rotten
to the core.”
The Manicheanism of the Marxist imaginary dictates not only that capi
talism must be the EO locked in this struggle with the good (socialist) forces
opposed to it but also that every other issue must
viewed as a
between two — and only two — sides, one totally good and the other totally
evil, and that all these struggles must turn out to be the same. Sprinker makes
this explicit in his final statement that “the fundamental social conflict in our
time remains that between labor and capital” (217), or what he refers to in the
same essay as the conflict between “workers” and “bosses”
“owners” (210,
213, 215).9 He also divides all political positions into the good “progressive”
camp that fights capitalism and the bosses/owners and the evil “conservative”
camp that supports them (217). He makes a similar division between those
who oppose the trend to “corporatize” the university (anti-capitalist progres
sives) and those who support it (pro-capitalist conservatives) (211-12). He
even divides literary critics into the same two camps: the bad conservatives
who treat literature in aesthetic terms and the good progressives who treat it in
sociological terms (213-14). The Yale TA strike
another example of
this polarized division between good/progressive/workers and evil/conservative/bosses. In fact he defines this polarization twice as a choice between two
sides — “I know which side I’d rather be on” (213), and “we all have to get our
heads straight about which side we’re on” (215) — just as in an earlier essay
dealing with broader issues he insisted that “The only real question . . . is:
Which side are you on?” (“Commentary” 116).
Sprinker’s Marxist imaginary (or these aspects of it) can therefore be
summed up in a little chart, which I offer as
explanation of his chart of the
academic and factory hierarchies, replacing each equal sign with a “ ”:

Evil
capitalism
capital, bosses, owners
conservative
corporatized university
aesthetic criticism
Yale administration

vs.
vs.
vs.
vs.
vs.
vs.
vs.

Good
socialism
labor, workers
progressive
uncorporatized university
sociological criticism
YaleTAs

I call this an “imaginary” because, as in Althusser’s definition of ideology, it pre
sents those interpellated into it with a mystified
of social reality,
which doesn’t come neatly lined up into good and evil sides. It also resembles
Lacan’s imaginary since it’s a simplistic and
view of life — exemplified
folklore, fairy tales, and children’s literature and TV programs — that erases all
complexities, nuances, and
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It’s easy to show that each of Sprinker’s binaries is a mystification or mis
recognition of reality, beginning with the opposition of labor and capital that’s
supposed to underlie all the others since it’s “the fundamental social conflict in
our time.” He says that “You don’t have to be an old-fashioned marxist to rec
ognize” this (217), but in fact you do have to be a Marxist to “recognize” (that
is, misrecognize) it, because anyone else will see that the evidence against it is
overwhelming. It’s true that in capitalist societies there are always conflicts
between labor and capital, but they’re usually dealt with by a series of short
term solutions through negotiation, litigation, or legislation. In many parts of
the world, however, the most fundamental, intractable, and violent social con
flicts are between racial/ethnic or religious or regional
and while eco
nomic class plays a part in some of them, it’s usually a minor one. Indeed the
most important social conflict in our time involving labor as an entity was in
Poland, where organized workers after a long struggle (“class warfare”?) over
threw their Marxist rulers, who clearly
the “bosses” and I suppose could
be considered “capital” (“state capitalism”?), but I don’t think that’s the kind of
conflict Sprinker has in mind. The evidence shows that there’s fundamental
social conflict; there are instead many kinds of social conflicts that may be
interrelated in many ways but
’t reducible to any
kind. But this
to evidence won’t affect Marxists (who could dismiss it as “empiricist”), since
their imaginary always already knows that there must be a fundamental conflict
and what it must be.
The evidence also contradicts Sprinker’s division of political positions into
evil “conservatives” and good “
” For one thing, it fails to account
for centrists or liberals — a matter of some interest to me since I was recently
accused by a Marxist of being “a self-confessed liberal” (Drakakis, Review 406),
which I self-confess is true — and it also fails to distinguish conservatives from
reactionaries. Presumably, since the imaginary dictates that there are only two
sides, all these non-progressives must be lumped together as evil.10 But even
when we restrict ourselves to the “progressives” we’re in trouble, since we can’t
tell if this is a code word for Marxists or if it includes non-Marxist feminist,
black, and gay activitists who are also trying to bring about a better society but
aren’t trying to bring down capitalism. And we’re still in trouble even if we’re
restricted to Marxists. Is Sprinker on the same side as Stalinists or Pol-Potists
or Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, who, as we’ll see, doesn’t want to be on
side? The
evidence tells us that there are many political positions, and while they can be
arranged roughly on a continuum (although even this creates problems at each
end — how do we determine if Zavarzadeh is more or less “progessive” than
Sprinker?), they can’t be reduced to two opposing sides.
The same objections apply to the treatment of what Sprinker calls the cor
poratizing of the university — the growing trend to run universities like busi
ness corporations. Since his Marxist imaginary defines corporations (that is,
capitalism) as the EO, any attempt by the university to imitate or traffic with
them must also be evil, and so academics must line up on two polarized sides
— the good guys who
the trend and the bad guys who support it — and
these groups must in turn be equated to the polarized political sides, with the
former group as “progressive” and the latter “conservative.” But Jeffrey

Published by eGrove, 1998

oppose

appeal
one

45



Journal X, Vol. 3 [1998], No. 1, Art. 8

Richard Levin

43

Williams demonstrates that opposition to this trend runs across the entire
political spectrum, from reactionaries who want to return to the good old days
when the university was an elitist ivory tower unsullied by capitalism, to radi
cals who want it to be
instrument for overthrowing capitalism.11 And lib
erals like me avoid blanket a priori endorsements or rejections of the trend
because we want to judge each manifestation on its merits. We certainly
oppose any “corporatizing” that interferes with the university’s educational mis
sion, but since we don’t believe that capitalism is inherently evil, we won’t
assume that every attempt to imitate a corporation by working for greater econ
omy and efficiency is necessarily a bad thing.
From this perspective some of Sprinker’s ghastly examples of the trend
don’t seem very ghastly. One such example is the decision of Oregon State
University to turn over its food services in the student union, which were run
at a loss, to a Pepsi subsidiary (211-12). The “evil” here is supposed to be selfevident, but there’s no reason why a university should in the restaurant busi
ness, and there’s good reason to believe that a company specializing in this
would, if properly monitored, provide better service to the students.12 It’s also
hard to see what’s wrong with transforming
annual loss into an annual
income that will go to the general operating fund that could
used, among
other things, to increase TA salaries.
His most amusing example comes from Tufts University where, he says,
“bribes” were “spread around” to have the registrar’s phone play an advertise
ment for Coca
a “product that . . .
dissolve nails left in it overnight”
(212). I haven’t heard that bobe-mayse (along with the one about the aphrodisi
ac effect of mixing Coke and aspirin) since my teens,13 but it explains a puzzling
remark of Malcolm Evans, another Marxist, who laments the end of Mao’s Cul
tural Revolution when “Coca-Cola advertisements . . . returned to Beijing”
(255). I wondered why
thinks that drinking a Coke is worse than being
“struggled” by Red Guards and being imprisoned or banished to a “re-educa
tion” labor camp (the fate of millions of innocent victims of this revolution), but
now I realize that
like Sprinker, sees Coke as a symbol of capitalism and so
as the EO.14 Nor is there any need to assume bribery; the company paid Tufts
for the right to advertise and the money went into the aforementioned operat
ing fund. The deal does sound rather tacky, but it’s not evil and won’t have any
harmful effect on the students’ education or their stomachs.
The attempt to extend the Marxist imaginary to literary criticism is no
more successful. Sprinker wants to divide all critics into two sides, those who
view literature as a repository of “enduring, historically unchanging value,” and
those who view it in “sociological” terms as “imbricated in . . . socio-political
relations,” and he wants to line them up with his two political sides, the bad
conservatives and good progressives (213-14). But the political line-up won’t
work. Some of the most prominent “sociological” critics today are the New
Historicists, who
’t progressive in the Marxist sense (witness Greenblatt’s
comment on Marxism quoted earlier), and the old historical critics were “soci
ological” but were often quite conservative politically. The division of the field
into two kinds of criticism won’t work either. It omits the psychological crit
ics, who don’t fit into either camp, and it omits critics like me who fit into both
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— who believe that literary works are “imbricated” in their time and place, but
that some of them have a more general appeal (not unchanging or universal)
that can transcend that time and place, which is why people are still able to
enjoy them.
The Marxist imaginary runs into the same kind of trouble when it’s applied
to the Yale TA strike. Since it can t count past two, it produces another eitherbinary in Sprinker’s essay: good progressives, who view the TAs as workers
and support them, versus bad conservatives, who view them as student-appren
tices and support the administration. But again life isn’t that simple. Some
people support the TAs but oppose their grade strike,15 while others support
the administration but
its punishment of the
There are also
other intermediate positions, and I’ll bet my next sabbatical that way out on the
far left there are ultra-progressives calling down a plague on both houses
because the TAs are merely “union reformists” who
’t trying to bring down
capitalism and so are no better than the administration.
Moreover, our attitude toward the TAs doesn’t depend on whether we
accept Sprinker’s equation of a university to a factory or the equation of it to a
medieval guild that is proposed by some administration supporters, and that he
dismisses as “the stupidities” they “spouted” (210). When I argued that the first
equation is really an analogy that focuses on similarities that serve the analogist’s agenda and passes over differences that don’t, I wasn’t suggesting that we
replace it with the second equation, which is also
analogy that serves the
same purpose. One equation/analogy is thus no more (or less) “stupid” than the
other, but we don’t have to
between them because, as Crystal Bartolovich demonstrates in her perceptive essay on the strike in the same issue of
Jx (225), the TAs are both workers and student-apprentices.16 Nor is there any
way determine which role is more fundamental or “real,” unless
is inter
pellated into the Marxist imaginary and so knows a priori that the boss vs.
worker relationship is always the fundamental reality.
There is, however, a principle (not an analogy) that doesn’t require a choice
between these two roles and that I think should determine our attitude toward
the TAs. Since I’ a “self-confessed liberal,” it won’t be surprising to learn that
this is the principle of liberal individualism, which recognizes that the TAs, in
addition to being workers and apprentices, are also informed, rational adults
and so are the best judges of their own interests — certainly better judges than
the faculty or administration, who have their own interests at stake.17 If then
they decide that it’s in their interests to form a union and strike, they should
have the right
do this (a right, I might
that they wouldn’t have under
most Marxist regimes), and liberals should support them on the basis of this
principle and of the traditional liberal alliance with organized labor that goes
back at least as
as the New Deal.
Sprinker’s Marxist imaginary isn’t even needed to judge the TA’s grievances.
To adapt his own statement, you don’t have to be a Marxist to recognize that
they’re exploited.— all you have to do is compare what they’re paid per course
with what Assistant Professors are paid. The imaginary is not only unnecessary
here but is in fact obfuscatory, for it
that the
will be exploited no
matter how much they’re paid, since under capitalism all workers are exploited
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through the extraction of their surplus labor to produce profits (although we
saw that no profits are produced by TAs). Even the CEOs (Chief Evil Others)
of our major corporations and our major sports stars, with seven-digit salaries,
are exploited, apparently, because they too "sell their labor for money” (the
Marxist definition of a
unlike
really do produce profits for
others. According to this logic, then, the only way to end the exploitation of
TAs (and CEOs and sports stars) is not by raising their wages but by over
throwing capitalism and establishing socialism, which is no help to the TAs in
their present plight. (Of course, exploited workers in advanced capitalist
es
economies,
earn much
than
byunexploited
oppose
in comparable jobs
be more nonbelievers
to in
motives in
socialist
but people trapped
isn in the Marxist imaginary cant recog
nize this reality.)
The Marxist imaginary also interferes with our perception of and response
to the trend toward the “corporatizing” of our universities. This is a very real
and very serious problem, which has troubled many liberals and even some con
servatives, as I noted, but Sprinker’s analysis only muddies the waters. For one
thing, he seems to
arguing against himself when he asserts that the univer
sity “is becoming more and more corporatized with each passing year” (211),
because he can’t explain what it was before this trend or how in that earlier peri
od it managed to escape corporatization. In other passages he argues that
under capitalism the university is necessarily a form (and servant) of corporate
enterprise, and this is confirmed his chart of equations, which is supposed to
apply to capitalist universities and factories at any time (it also applies, with a
few changes in nomenclature, to socialist universities and factories, but that’s
another story). Moreover, because his imaginary defines capitalism as the EO,
all manifestations of the trend become evil, which makes it impossible
dis
criminate among them and even leads, as we saw some of his examples (that
awful Coke), to a trivializing of the problem. It’s not likely, therefore, that this
essay will persuade any non-Marxists to
the trend, but that
not be
its purpose.
One indication that Sprinker ’t interested in persuading us is his indul
gence in a kind of name-calling, which is another effect of the Marxist imagi
nary that misrecognizes all
as the EO. People and organizations
he disapproves of are “notorious,” “infamous,” “silly,” “benighted,” and traffic in
“stupidities”; the people’s views are “spouted” rather than stated, their organiza
tions are “spawned” rather than formed, and so on. And he regularly impugns
the motives of these people: they accept “bribes,” as we saw (212), their argu
ments are “just self-serving” (210), and they are “paid lackeys” (215); Sandra
Gilbert and Frank Lentricchia are guilty of “a breathtaking gesture of bad faith”
for renouncing the progressive views of literature that they “once professed to
think”; and John Ellis decided that “attacking theory would likely bring him to
the attention of some movers and shakers” (213).
He doesn’t explain why it’s “bad faith” to change one’s mind, or whether
this also applies to changes in the other direction. If a conservative converted
to Marxism and renounced her former views, would Sprinker accuse her of “bad
faith”? And he has no access to Ellis’s motives; he doesn’t have to, since the
imaginary always already knows that the
of the EO can never be sin-
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cere and so must be venal. Its only fair, then, that his own motives should be
impugned by a fellow Marxist, Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, who thinks hes farther to
the left than Sprinker and accuses him of “cynical pragmatism” because he
serves the interests of “the Routledge-Verso cartel” (110).18
It’s hard to believe that Sprinker (or Zavarzadeh) expects to convince
by this kind of personal attack, which will turn off those who
’t already
convinced. I don’t engage in it and I don’t think I’ smarter than the people
I’ arguing against or more sincere. (Indeed my restraint may itself have an
ulterior motive — the desire to reach those who are turned off by name-call
ing.) I try to bear in mind Martin Mueller’s statement of “the simple truth that
intelligence, insight, and integrity have been found [in people] very far to one’s
political left and very far to one’s political right” (29).19 But if I were
descend to the personal level, the attitude that I’d adopt (and urge others to
adopt) toward Marxists would
not anger but
After all, it can’t
be easy to be a Marxist today. Think of all the intellectual and emotional ener
that must be expended in denying what obviously happened: that the Marx
ist imaginary has been abandoned (another “breathtaking gesture of bad faith”?)
in most of the countries where it operated, and even those countries that still
have Marxist regimes are
converting to market economies,20 so that just
about the only true believers left are now holed up, completely isolated and
completely impotent, in the academy. We can therefore expect to find in this
pitiful remnant a lot of thrashing about, including some desperate clutches at
straws (even their knowledge of children’s TV programs), personal attacks
liberals and each other, and compulsive intoning of the old discredited mantras
about “the fundamental social conflict,” as they sink slowly into the ashcan of
history.

Notes
1. Marxist rhetoric deploys a number of other “interested” analogies as if
they were equations: “wage slavery” that ’t really slavery, “class warfare” that
isn’t really war, “economic violence” that isn’t really violent, “state capitalism”
that ’t really capitalism, and “economic democracy,” “democratic centralism,”
and “Democratic People’s Republic” (see note 20) that
’t really democratic.
The first four are clearly meant to be dyslogistic and the last three eulogistic.
2. For the sake of the argument I’m using the Marxist theory of surplus
labor that Sprinker assumes, but I don’t believe it and don’t know of any rep
utable economist who does. It’s based on the
doctrine that labor and
its products have a “real” value independent of the market, and it can’t stand up
under the most obvious questions, which presumably is why Zavarzadeh won’t
let us question it — he insists that it’s “an unsurpassable objectivity” that is
“ineradicable” and “is not open to interpretation” (98).
3. Graduate programs are more complex since many of them derive part of
their income from public or private grants, but they don’t make a profit on this.
A university endowment, of course, makes profits from its investments, but not
from the operation of the university.
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4. There’s a reference in Capital to a schoolmaster producing surplus value
for his employer (644), but Marx is thinking here of a small, private elementary
or secondary school that’s owned by one man who profits from it.
5. In his introduction (11) . Kamps suggests that Althusser’s conception of
(capitalist) ideology
be applied to the Marxists’ own ideology, which is
what I’ be trying to do.
6. Compare Plato’s Symposium 189E-193D, where Aristophanes says that
humans
once round but were bisected by Zeus, so that
half now
yearns to recover its original wholeness. But that’s not presented as history.
7. I call this imaginary “Edenism” and discuss it, with more examples, in
“Bashing” 81-3. I also discuss the second or Manichean imaginary in “Polari
zation” 64-7.
8. He was the villain in Tom Terrific, and I drag him in here to counter
Sprinker’s claim that Marxists will win what he calls the “decisive battle” for
students’ minds because they know about childrens’ TV programs and their
opponents don’t (213-14).
9. He sometimes conflates “bosses” and “owners,” but in a modern corpo
ration they are separate groups of people.
10. Thus Drakakis, who calls me a “self-confessed liberal,” also calls me a
“reactionary” in another essay published in the same year (“Terminator” 64),
and Zavarzadeh relegates all those who are less “revolutionary” than he is
(including many Marxists) to the same camp because they are “complicit” with
capitalism (92, 93, 94, 99, 100, 101, and so
The slogan of the old Popu
lar Front was “No enemies to the left!” but the slogan of our new academic pro
gressives seems to be “No friends to the right!”
11. His essay is an intelligent analysis of the problem that doesn’t rely on
simplistic political binaries.
12. He objects that students now face a monopoly, but they also faced one
under the earlier arrangement. There’s a long tradition of student complaints
about the food in university-operated cafeterias and dining halls.
13. I recall conducting an empirical (not, of course, empiricist) experiment
placing some nails of different kinds and sizes in ajar filled with Coca-Cola
for a week, but they
no ill effects. I also remember taking a Coke and
an aspirin, with no beneficial effects.
14. Jameson also laments the end of the Cultural Revolution and doesn’t
mention its victims (Ideologies 2.208).
Along the same lines, I have heard Marxists bemoan the opening of a
McDonald’s in Moscow, which apparently is more horrible than Stalin’s purges,
although they didn’t claim that Big Macs dissolve iron.
15. Bérubé, who is certainly not a conservative and who strongly supports
the TA union, points out that the grade strike pit it “against the interests of
undergraduates and faculty alike, thus isolating the union politically” (40), and
Bartolovich, who also argues for the
wonders if “grade strikes are the best
possible strategy for academic unions to deploy” (230).
16. Sprinker realizes that professors “are at once cultural intellectuals ... and
also workers' (209), but this insight doesn’t extend to TAs.
17. Bérubé shows that the “Yalefaculty had no direct stake' in the unioniza
tion of the TAs (48), but they obviously thought that they did.
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18. This is another example of Marxist name-calling, since RoutledgeVerso obviously ’t a cartel. The title of his essay shows that Zavarzadeh also
regards views that he disagrees with as "stupidity.”
19. Compare Bartolovich’s conclusion that many who voted (as she did) for
the MLA resolution condemning the Yale administration and many who voted
against it acted “thoughtfully” and “carefully” (230). It’s hard to imagine such
a statement coming from an inhabitant of the Marxist imaginary.
20. The only exception is the Democratic People’s Republic of
where
the imaginary survives intact under Great Leader Kim Jong II, who was recent
ly elected General Secretary of the Workers’ Party “by the Unanimous Will and
Desire of the Korean People” (Committee A21), and who also happens to be
the eldest son of the late Great Leader Kim II Sung.
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1. Unconscious
When you drive, what do you think about?
Restive Mr. Toad, overcome by egotism in the
childrens classic, The Wind in the Willows, steals an
automobile to satiate his driving urges. Behind the,
wheel,
enters fugue-like oblivion: “As if in a
he found himself, somehow, seated in the dri
ver’s seat; as if in a
he pulled the lever and
swung the car round the yard and out through the
archway; and, as if in a
all sense of right
wrong, all fear of obvious consequences, seemed tem
porarily suspended” (111). Mr. Toad sacrifices every
thing for a quick, reckless jaunt. While driving, he
thinks of no one, nothing, not even his own safety,
not even the law.
Hart Crane in “Modern Poetry” thinks driving is
poetry. Writing duplicates “the familiar gesture of a
motorist in the modest act of shifting gears” (262), a
gesture so spontaneous
unthought-about that the
machine seems a mere extension of the nervous sys
tem.
Driving is poetry; driving is oblivion. In The
Practice of Everyday
Michel de Certeau enjoins
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us to consider the ways that culture is the result of “systems of operational com
bination (xi), which is to say, the
that everyone may perform given the
appropriate means and skill,
the diverse ways in which those actions express
themselves. Take driving as an instance of a system of operational combination.
Most
in the industrialized world drive. Roughly six hundred million
cars roam the planet. One car exists for every two North Americans. Every
one, however, has different driving experiences and skills. Most people abide
by rules of the road that dictate, as a precondition of driving, assumptions about
fairness and legality (no speeding, no driving with bare feet, no driving in the
left-hand lane
North America unless passing slower vehicles, no driving in
the right-hand lane England unless passing slower vehicles, no driving reck
lessly, no driving with open bottles of alcohol at hand, no underage driving).
Driving requires a comprehensive if nearly unconscious knowledge of social
behavior and laws. It requires meticulous understanding of local systems of
meaning and justice as well. It is legal to turn right on a red light in Ontario,
but is it legal to do so Alabama or in North Dakota?
Quite apart from driving as a nexus of legal and technical behaviors into
which we are born, and which we accept obediently, we endlessly tell stories
about driving. These stories, in de Certeau’s terms, help make a daily event
meaningful when it might otherwise remain unnarratable or outside meaning.
Such stories have entered the twentieth-century repertory as tales of anxiety
overcome: driving for the first time, getting a driver’s license, having near
brushes with death on the freeway, being stopped for speeding, undergoing long
cavalcades of holiday traffic, dodging through congested expressways
get to
a rendezvous or a plane, taking lonely long-distance trips, driving a getaway car.
We see, just as endlessly, television and film clips that establish direction and
narrative progression through shots of cars and their drivers. Driving as an
action is not the same thing as driving as a representation, whether in film,
photography, or fiction. While driving expresses psychological states, the way
driving gets narrated filmed converts those states into significance.
Driving is a simulacrum of narrative. Storytelling, like driving, requires
scenery, motivation, characters, movement, destination, pit stops, and
Driving, in representational terms, seems like filler: the necessary but unimag
inative "establishing” shot in which a character crosses the landscape, or the plot
contrivance that signifies, in freak
or cars-that-run-out-of-gas-onbackroads-in-the-country, a
of uncontrollable randomness. Sometimes,
as
the film Speed, driving becomes an all-or-nothing proposition: the lives
of a busload of Los Angelinos depend on the controlled recklessness of super
driver Sandra Bullock. Driving, in such narratives, is a convenient metaphor
for destiny. When we want to express our sense of randomness in life, we talk
about car accidents, or hit-and-run incidents. When we want a code for the
inexplicable, we talk about conditions (rain, ice, blizzards) that force us to drive
badly, or actions (speeding, running a red light, not checking blind spots) that
prevent us from controlling our fates effectively.
Driving is also a convenient metaphor for privacy. A car, as the extension
of
space — equipped with my stereo playing my music and decorated
with my bumper stickers
my fuzzy dice — seems like an inviolable piece of
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property, as intimate as a bedroom, as personal as a birthday. The "gadget cars”
driven by Batman and James Bond, outfitted with
and carapaces and las
soes and grappling hooks and computerized weapons, are the cultural projec
tions of phantasmic masculine privacy that cannot be violated, according to the
circular logic of automotive masculinity, because it is in a car. Am I a man if I
do not drive? Do I control access to my privacy as I drive? Laboring under the
misapprehension that driving expresses character, many drivers perform stunts
and strategies that really ought to be kept out of public thoroughfares. Driving
is a metaphor for privacy, not privacy itself. Road rage is possible only when the
intensity of privacy ratchets up to
untenable degree. Drivers get irate when
they think that they are more entitled to the “privacy” of the road and the “pri
vacy” of their cars than anyone else. A General Motors motto made motorized
privacy an aspect of political volition: “It’s not just your car, it’s your freedom.”
The road-enraged forget that a car is, notwithstanding all the advertising and
mythology to the contrary, just a mechanical contraption designed to move peo
ple from
place to another, not a private space. This knowledge has been
deliberately repressed in order to make driving seem an inalienable aspect of
personality.
As a projection of misguided car privacy, road rage results in vigilante polic
ing and nightmarish ambuscades. In Don DeLillo’s Underworld (1997), a Texas
killer stalks the highways and shoots victims randomly (155-60). One of his
victims, a middle-aged man driving a Dodge, is videotaped by a girl pointing a
camcorder through the back window of the family car. She doesn’t videotape
the Texas highway killer, who must have been driving next to the man in the
Dodge. Everyone
that the killer must be left-handed, or maybe
right-handed, because of the manner in which he pulls alongside cars and fires.
Everyone conjectures that the killer must be deranged or maybe rational,
because of the merciless and systematic nature of the killings. Meanwhile the
video of the murdered
endlessly across television news
The serial killer disappears among the anonymous users of Texas highways.
Like the invention of the “drive-in movie theater” that allows the cinemagoer
to remain cocooned in a car while mingling in public, the killer emerges when
distinctions between private rights and civic responsibility erode. Because
everyone
to the roads in Underworld, nothing distinguishes the drive-by
shooter from anyone else. Like every other driver, he
his privacy with him
from the garage to the interstate and back home again. The anonymous killer
is the product of driving fetishism — driving as an expression of individuality
and style — that begins with the suburban husband washing and
his car
in the breezeway every Saturday morning and ends with the glorification of
Formula One race-car
Jacques Villeneuve, or his equivalent, zooming at
high speeds around a race track and squeezing other cars (not “drivers” really,
but cars) into compromised and sometimes dangerous positions. The Texas
highway killer treats other drivers as objects or prey, not as citizens and equals.
In the evolution of car ownership through the twentieth century, as the
skills required to maneuver a car have become easier because of technical inno
vations (power brakes, windshields, headlights, power steering), driving, as an
action performed but not thought about much, substitutes for unconscious

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol3/iss1/8

  loops



channels.
waxing

56

Editors: Vol. 3, No. 1 (1998): Full issue

54

Journal x

desires. As you drive, are you immersed in a la-la land of reverie? Even as you
wheel around a corner or across a five-lane freeway, are you planning dinner?
Are you scouting for policemen with speed guns? Are you puzzling out prob
lems of metaphysics? Are you pretending to be Mario Andretti? Are you try
ing to see what the driver behind you looks like by sneaking surreptitious peeks
in your rear-view
Are you picking your nose, as Jerry Seinfeld does in
notorious episode of his sitcom? Driving allows a
in psychic life. In
that pause, wishes and anxieties take shape. With its
of aggression,
wrath, offensive or defensive postures, luck, skill and competence, driving
defines an aspect of modern unconsciousness. What cannot be stated outright,
we are driven to represent.
As a representational medium, film has been especially fond of driving. In
the twentieth century, the movie camera, a machine, loves the car, another
machine. How many times have you seen a shot of two cops on a stakeout sit
ting their car sipping coffee from styrofoam cups? How many times have you
heard someone say, “Stop the car! I’m getting out”? How many car chases are
there in all movies and television serials? The birth of cinema at almost the
same moment as the invention of the car makes driving the sine'qua non of
motility, of speed. Cinema would
nothing without cars.
parlor game:
name ten movies,
“historical” period pieces, that do not include cars
any shots. Now name ten famous oil paintings that do include cars. Draw con
clusions about stasis and movement in these representational media.) Movies
glamorize driving through driving shots and car chases.
of the first films
are about pure locomotion: trains filmed by the Lumière brothers, rockets
filmed by Méliès, firewagons filmed by Edison. The obsession with
and
images together forms the history of modernity: swiftness as an aesthetic that
distorts reality. The scenic changes outside car windows as one drives approxi
mate the scenic shifts of motion pictures, the car window a television or movie
screen, a space of impossible, elusive reality.
We drive for the same reasons we watch movies: to keep reality at bay. The
car shot (interior, tight,
close-up) enforces intense communication
or rapport. By squeezing people together, the car shot
exaggerates sit
uations of intimacy for amorous or professional purposes. Think of Michael
Douglas and Karl Malden airborne on the high hills of San Francisco. Think
of all the out-of-sync studio shots of couples sitting in cars as scenery zips by
in the background at the wrong speed. Think of the high-glam car crashes that
killed Grace Kelly, James Dean, Princess Diana. In truth, car shots and car
deaths remind us that driving does not guarantee invulnerability. On the con
trary, what we had hoped to prevent by driving — experiencing intimacy, being
touched, knowing reality — comes back again in the car shot or in the “tragic”
knowledge of driving fatalities.

2. Wreck
Driving is a coy trope for avoidance. In John Irving’s A Widow for One Year
(1998), Ruth Cole (a novelist) sends a postcard to her soon-to-be husband (an
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editor). They have not slept together yet. Ruth feels unsure about committing
to this man. An 1885 Daimler appears on the postcard. Ruth writes on the
back: “Do you need a new car? I’ like to take a long drive with you” (316). The
metaphor, “a long drive,”
and does not mean, something sexual. Ruth
thinks she wants a long drive, but she has
only ambivalence to her
boyfriend
to this point. She’s idling in neutral.
In the opening chapters of A Widow for One Year, a gormless sixteen year
old named Eddie is hired
chauffeur the alcoholic writer, Ted Cole, around
the Hamptons. Cole has lost his license after two drunk driving convictions.
Cole’s wife, Marion, drives a Mercedes.
sits on the fender of her car at
Montauk waiting for the ferry, with Eddie aboard, to arrive from Connecticut.
Eddie drives Marion home: “It’s nice to be driven,’ she told Eddie. "Ted
always drank too much. I was always the driver’” (65).
This novel builds up the principle of randomness through acts — and acci
dents — of driving. What cannot
controlled in the universe, in human des
tiny (as Irving depicts it), is sudden, accidental death. Marion and Ted’s two
sons die in a head-on collision. Despite the implicit principle that randomness
governs human affairs, the accident is not inexplicable. While waiting to make
a left turn, the heedless teenaged driver turns his wheels left in anticipation.
When his car gets rammed from behind by another vehicle, it shoots into the
path of an oncoming snowplow. Bad timing. The boys are killed. The parents,
sitting in the back seat, survive. The accident structures the life of Marion and
Ted ever afterward. Marion never stops mourning her dead sons and fails to
love her daughter Ruth, born after the boys die. The bourgeois aesthetic that
governs A Widow For One Year requires an emphasis on driving and automobiles
as
of circumstantial, uncontrollable fate. Yet this is false conscious
ness, since cars are not
of doom. Drivers are.
Repressed because too painful to think about, the accident resurfaces at
crucial moments, as when Ruth learns to drive. Ted tells his daughter Ruth
about the tragic accident while she, a neophyte driver, grips the wheel in heavy
traffic heading for Manhattan. Ted makes Ruth a skilled driver by forcing her
to suffer through the tale of woe.
cannot escape his story. All crucial con
versations take place en route to some destination or other in A Widow for One
Year. While driving, one is a captive to a passenger, to the radio, to the road,
to a destination. In the universe of this novel, driving remains fixed as the sign
of destiny, for better or worse. As such, driving has a desperate shade to it: an
accident might happen at any moment. Like the car that veers off the road in
an “accident” movie (Misery, about a car crash in a snowscape, comes to mind),
driving has dire consequences (sicko Kathy Bates dragging collision-ruined
James Caan back to her remote house where she imprisons him, breaks his
kneecaps with an ax, toys with his mind). Destiny is plot. Driving is the ful
fillment of destiny.

3. Blur
Blur arises in the twentieth century as an antimechanistic aesthetic value.
When Filippo Tomasso Marinetti in his “Futurist Manifesto” (1909) declares
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the supremacy of the machine, especially the automobile, he announces the
advantages of speed and its concomitant aesthetic of blurriness. “A racing car
whose hood is adorned with great pipes, like serpents of explosive breath,”
writes Marinetti in
tenets of futurism, “is more beautiful than the Victory of
Samothrace" (41). He extols the “man at the wheel” and “the beauty of speed.”
Marinetti, alas, drives his car into a ditch and has to have it pulled from the
sludge. Speed is not necessarily a positive value.
In television
advertising cars, blurred lines allow the consumer
the luxury of not having to know too much. Everything — laws, scenery, mean
ing, environment, feeling — in and around the car runs together. Blur signifies
a high-speed-chase obsession with movement that defies thoughtful reflection.
Blur signifies evasion and escape. It signifies art, not machine, because it makes
a heap of chrome,
steel and vinyl look pretty. It signifies, above all,
postmodernity, in which the capacity of the camera to nail down discrete
moments of time as a tool of scientific investigation is exasperated. Blur retal
iates against the modernist imperative to make film reveal nature’s secrets, as
when Eadweard Muybridge in 1872 proved to Leland Stanford’s satisfaction
that horses, in full canter, had all four hoofs off the ground at once, an
of
unverifiable by the naked eye. So much for horse power. Blur runs
against the grain of scientific
the freeze-frame drop of splashed milk;
the lapse-time opening of a flower; the canter of a horse.
Blur proves the camera’s slowness. A photographer can induce blur as an
of overlong shutter speed, in combination with low ASA film sensitivity.
Blur is not accidental. When commercials and billboards want to
an
“artistic”
of speed, they use blur for its anticommercial appeal. Post
modernity has made blur
ethos, a signature of catch-me-if-you-can equivo
cation and flight.
Blur advertises fun. This car drives so fast — 0 to 60 in 2.5 seconds — every
thing's a blur. To have fun means not to notice things too sharply. For a speed
ing driver, the world outside the car turns unstable, topsy-turvy. Constant
points of reference exist only inside the automobile: radio, passenger, ashtray,
tape deck, glove compartment, maps. In the twentieth century, the
is the
refuge of interiority and happiness. Happiness does not move because happi
ness exists inside, not outside, the automobile. Happiness continues while the
car moves, while someone drives. Blur, as an exterior effect, enhances happi
ness, because that which stays out of focus defines the object in focus. Driving
expresses and fulfills the gleesome sense of interiority, the giddy pursuit of hap
piness. For that reason, everything outside the car remains a blur.
In Lillian Bassman’s elegant photograph of a woman and poodle in car
(1961), the aesthetic of blur is compounded by semiotics of gender, freedom
and style (see figure 1). This photo says: “I drive therefore I am free. I do not
need a companion, except my poodle. My primary allegiance is with my car.”
The darkest patches of the photograph are the car’s interior, the woman’s
gloves, and the woman’s sensibly-tied-at-the-throat, I-won’t-ruin-my-hair
scarf. The darkness of these areas links the interior of the car with the interi
ority of the woman. The viewer has no access to what she looks at.
looks
ahead.
drives away. The blurred edges of her body, the not-quite-focused
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Figure 1. Lillian Bassman, Lisa Fonssagrives, New York. ” Harper ’s Bazaar, May 1961. © Lillian Bassman. Courtesy Howard Greenberg
Gallery, New York City.
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profile of her face and arms, make her ghostly. In this sense, blur defies the
body, the human silhouette. She’s here; she’s gone. This driver has no time for
people standing at the side of the road. She is a modern woman of the ’50s for
whom all roads open.
those country maids glimpsed by yearning Marcel
from the window of a train at level crossings or local stations in Remembrance
of Things Past, this photograph encapsulates the erotics of transience. For a
moment, a driver, alone, is glimpsed in the street. She is the object of atten
tion — erotic
thwarted,
because thwarted — insofar as she is unavail
able. She is Lisa Fonssagrives, supermodel. This moment is a sighting of a
celebrity, a moment in which the witness is humbled by a fleeting contact with
glamour. Unlike Marcel, whose eros grows exponentially as he realizes that he
need not have any physical contact with the women he sees (a relief for Mar
cel, in truth), the viewer in Bassman’s photograph suffers from immobility
vulnerability. Positioned to the side of the car, the viewer is no one, is not
looked at, is passive. The voluptuousness of this photograph is not in the
woman who drives but in the implicit abjection of the spectator who cannot
even make herself or himself noticed. The poodle, watching out the window,
doubles the driver’s indifference. Dash
seat details suggest that the car is
a stylish Mercedes-Benz. The woman’s independence is therefore a condition
of her class
She doesn’t need the approval of the passer-by or the pho
tographer snapping her picture from the curb because she is wealthy enough to
drive a snazzy automobile. Driving anoints her with independence.
The repertory of erotic images dictates that this photograph be read as
cryptically pornographic. Streets are sites for momentary
thrills. In
Baudelaire’s poem, “To A Passerby,” a woman in the
of Paris, fleetingly
glimpsed, becomes for the poet an object of fascination, even a fetish (in the
sense that Freud uses the term to mean an “obstacle” to fulfillment). Only
because she cannot be retrieved, except in memory, is she converted into a love
object. Similarly, in James Joyce’s Ulysses, Leopold Bloom cranes his neck to
catch a glimpse of a woman’s undergarments as she steps up to board a tram in
the streets of Dublin; another trolley intercepts his glance
Leopold fumes
about missing the opportunity of seeing a woman’s frilly pantalettes. In Bass
man’s photograph, the street is not visible but is a precondition for the woman
driving her car. However, this photograph departs from that male tradition of
furtive glances
voyeuristic art by making this woman control her visibility:
she drives her own car. She ignores the implicit eroticization of her body, which
won’t come into focus, which can’t be kept still.
Do not cut yourself off from blur. Wear a long scarf. Make it white silk
and let it hover on the breeze. Let the wind whip its fringe into a frothy cloud
of tassel and textile. Prove that you are postmodern too. Drive with the con
vertible top down. Open the sun roof. While you do this, think of how a sun
roof might have saved Isadora Duncan’s life. Drive gaily. Drive fast. Blur.
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4. Convertible
In Pillow Talk (1959), Rock Hudson drives Doris Day to Connecticut a con
vertible, despite chilly autumn weather. Tony Randall tries bribe Doris Day
into marrying him by offering her a red-upholstered convertible. Rock Hud
son favors sporty cars that are far too small for his he-man frame. In Pillow
Talk,
folds himself into a roadster too tiny for his lanky legs. Convertibles
mean danger, mean “playboy,” mean on-the-edge masculinity. In Magnificent
Obsession (1954), speedster Rock gets picked up by sensible Jane Wyman, who
drives a convertible. In Giant, James Dean drives a huge cream-yellow RollsRoyce convertible flaunt his newly acquired oil wealth. Isadora Duncan dies
in a convertible. Grace Kelly scoots along the Riviera in To Catch a Thief in a
convertible. Marcello Mastroianni drives Anita Ekberg to the Trevi Fountain in
La Dolce Vita a convertible.
Two-door convertibles have a different semiotic valence than do solid
sedans or covered cars. Convertibles are permeable. They can be accessed by
hopping over the door, the way William Holden playing a man about town in
Sabrina does. Convertibles are open to scrutiny. They are open to weather.
They form a boundary between publicity and privacy that is constantly being
infringed. The staring public the shutter-happy paparazzi can invade a con
toodriving a convertible,
vulnerable,
sportsyou lose things.
or Maps,
approaches
to papers,

ble. While
scarves,
kleenex fly off the dash into the wild blue yonder. The body
edges
of control; it too may fly out of the car. Iconic red convertibles permit sporti
ness, verve, disintegration, youthful recklessness,
even the fulfillment of
death wishes. Convertibles let too much of the outside into the car: too much
air, too much turbulence, too much gawking. This is part of their charm. They
are vehicles designed for the
for those who crave exposure, such as
beauty queens in local parades, or
teams celebrating victories with ticker
tape and confetti. In a convertible, you feel the adulation of the public. You
feel famous. On the open road, the wind brushes your face, an ersatz contact
with nature since vehicular speed causes the effect of breezy caress, not natural
air movement. Only with a convertible can you get quite this close being a
creature of air and light: a nymph, a sylph of the automobile yielding the
ments.
More than most cars, convertibles spell destiny. A deep-seated fantasy
about the convertible derives from Isadora Duncan’s death by strangulation. In
Isadora (1968), starring Vanessa Redgrave as the lithe, eurhythmic dancer, the
most famous sequence is surely the one that shows her long silk scarf wafting
on the air then revolving rapidly around the wheel axle. Isadora, arching back
wards as the scarf-noose tightens at her neck, gags and dies. The convertible,
however luxurious it may be, leaves her exposed. She is too excessive, too much
of a show-off,
flagrant
live. She demands punishment for her excess.
The ambivalence of her place in society — dancer, floozy, artiste — makes her
come to an untimely end.
Beware the convertible. Take a cab.
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Who Drives Whom? Rock Hudson and Dorothy Malone in Written on the Wind (1956) cruising with
the top down. Cinematheque Ontario.

5. Taxi!
The taxi, like the big yellow cab waiting in a downpour in Breakfast at Tiffany's,
is the rented-by-the-minute or rented-by-the-quarter-mile threshold to a new
life.
The taxi
anonymity. You pay for a rolling space you can tem
porarily call your own, the way, for instance, Sean Young
Kevin Costner,
sex in the back of a limousine in No Way Out (1987), think they have
paid for a few square feet of privacy.
The taxi allows indulgence in fantasies of class elevation: I'm rich enough to
take a cab and pay a driver. High school kids going to a prom in a rented lim
ousine open the roof
lean out to wave
holler to no one in particular.
They
to be seen.
Driving Miss Daisy (1989) perpetuates the American myth that no funda
mental differences separate black, compliant, male chauffeur from white, bossy,
female employer. The two unlikely characters end up relying on each other.
Class distinctions break down. By contrast, Marcel Proust fell love with his
chauffeur, Franco Agostinelli, because he knew that the
between rich and
poor, homosexual and straight, littérateur
conducteur could not, according to
the rules of turn-of-the-century French society, collapse. Proust was turned on
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by the infringement of class distinctions that loving Agostinelli incurred. The
love affair took place under the shroud of anonymity that the chauffeur was
required to display as an aspect of his employment. Proust, much smarter than
Miss Daisy, used the code of anonymity his advantage. Instead of overlook
ing class divisions, he made erotic and professional obligations coexist
thereby maximized his pleasure being driven, as it were, by Agostinelli.
In Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976), the taxi, even though a
con
veyance, concentrates the erotic and personal despair of Americans. Robert
DeNiro,
cabbie Travis Bickle, picks up
drops off fares anywhere in
Manhattan. His cab is a mobile therapist’s coach. Lunatic riders spill their
problems; Travis keeps his eye on them
his rear-view mirror, as if he
’t
look at anyone directly (see figure 2). Least of all can he look at his own prob
lems directly. An ex-marine who served in Vietnam, Travis has more patholo
gies than anyone he transports. Using his taxi as a shield that prohibits contact,
he stalks women, much as Jimmy Stewart in Vertigo stalks Kim Novak, with his
car. Travis’s sexual dysfunction, his relentless terrorizing of women, his pill
popping, and his mania for urban artillery are symptoms of a psychosis he can
not express. “You’re only as healthy as you feel,” Travis says. He should know.
He takes his illness to the streets. Driving all night does not cure him. Dri
ving becomes another symptom of his alienation and aimlessness.

6. Onomastics

Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera. Nissan Pathfinder. Nash Rambler. Desoto. Hud
son. Pierce-Arrow. Volkswagen Beetle. Dodge Diplomat. Buick Riviera.
Car names, both brands and marques, reveal a history of corporate Ameri
ca over the last century, including the invasion of multinationals into the US
market. Names show the fondest dreams of Americans. The Ford Model T,
for instance, has a humble, Taylorized, glamorless functionality about it, much
as IBM spells out exactly its global mandate and raison d'être as a creator of
business machines. No guff obscures the nature of the commodity. It just does
its job. The product of trial and error, the Model T evolves so far as T, then
needs to go no further. The K-car attempted replicate this car-in-every-driveway functionality, much as the plain-named Volkswagen, as a Nazi invention
of a car (der Wagen) for the people (das Volk\ bespoke practicality. However, the
“series” cars, such as BMW manufactures, have upped the ante on the simple
alphabetical or numbered product.
knowing RBIs in baseball, memoriz
ing the features of a 1995 BMW 325iS as opposed to a 1998 BMW 540iA —
not to mention a 1998 Audi A6 1.8T Quattro Tiptronic in Racing Green Mica
— requires a mind for
that can only become superannuated and that can
only be shared with other car enthusiasts. To possess the numbers is to possess
the car
a manner of speaking. Unreal numbers coat the reality of the car
world as a means of asserting order amidst chaotic specificity. Numerical exact
ness represents, then replaces, the phantasm of choice the marketplace.
Certain cars and manufacturers — Ford, Mercedes, Daimler — belong to
the person-as-car category:
as creator of the
company; Mercedes as
the daughter of the man who invented the eponymous Benz. Some names sig-
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Figure 2. Cabbie as Therapist and Should-Be Patient. Robert DeNiro in Taxi Driver.
Cinematheque Ontario.

nify animal motility: Impala, Colt, Eagle, Tercel, Mustang, Jaguar, Fox, Pony.
Some hearken back to a frontier mentality of hardship and conquest: Buick,
Cherokee, Pontiac, Land Rover. Leisure, grandiosity, luxury, or perhaps a touch
of the military, await drivers of post-World-War-II products made for touring,
such as the Malibu, Fifth Avenue, Grand Am, Lincoln Continental, Corvette.
Phony Frenchness, of the kind widespread in the 1950s and 1960s, is available
the LeBaron, LeSabre, Cavalier, Coupe de Ville, Parisienne. Contemporary
names emphasize intangible qualities, especially civility and expansiveness,
using vaguely familiar
sometimes Latin in appearance: Civic, Infiniti,
Lexus,
Integra, Omni, Miata, Jetta, Passat, Precidia, Fiat. One acquires
foreignness, or even shades of mystery, with a Saab, a Toyota, a Porsche, a Cit
roen, a Peugeot, a Honda, a Lamborghini. Most astonishing, however, is the
potential cross-fertilization of names, the unlikely hybridization of Buick with
Fifth Avenue, for example, or the hermetically redundant Chevy Chevette. In
car onomastics, fantasy triumphs over urban reality. You are probably not what
you drive except, perhaps,
imagination: cavalier, diplomat, escort,
cherokee, eagle. Never been to Paris but I'm the proud owner of a Parisienne.
The origin of “sedan” and “cabriolet,” the “landau” and the “brougham” in
the carriage trade of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries squares uncom
fortably with the motorized cars of the late twentieth century. The landau, a
four-wheeled, horse- rawn carriage first manufactured the German town of
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Landau, seems a far cry from the contemporary horsepowered car. A “cabrio
let” is a two-wheeled carriage drawn by one
offering a leather hood
or screen to protect the occupant of the “cab.” It’s the origin of the word “cab,”
meaning “taxi.”
To name is to create false consciousness. To drive is to perpetuate false con
sciousness.

7. Death Drive
Ever since Daisy Buchanan struck down Myrtle Wilson in The Great Gatsby
(1925), women have taken a bad rap for driving.
When Katharine Hepburn tries to pull out of the parking lot in Bringing
Up Baby (1938), she rams into several parked cars, glances over the steering
wheel with carefree take-me-or-leave-me sprezzatura, and wedges her mon
strously
Packard against a tree.
Women, however, are not always represented as impossibly bad — or mur
derous — drivers. In Joan Didion’s gloom-and-drugs novel set in L.A.
the
California desert, Play It As It Lays (1970), driving is a form of gambling and
desperation. Driving nullifies pain. When her husband leaves her, the protag
onist Maria (pronounced Mar-eye-ya) gets up early to drive the L.A. freeways.
For mysterious ritualistic reasons, lost in the
bourbonized mind of
Maria, she has to be
on the freeway by ten o’clock. Not somewhere on Hollywood Boulevard,
not on her way the freeway, but actually on the freeway. If she was not
she lost the day’s rhythm, its precariously imposed momentum. Once she
was on the freeway and had maneuvered her way to a
lane she turned
on the radio at high volume and she drove. She drove the San Diego to the
Harbor, the Harbor up to the Hollywood, the Hollywood to the Golden
State, the Santa Monica, the Santa Ana, the Pasadena, the Ventura. She
drove it as a riverman runs a river, every day more attuned to its currents,
its deceptions, and just as a riverman feels the pull of the rapids in the lull
between
and waking, so Maria lay at night in the still of Beverly
Hills and saw the great signs soar
at seventy miles an hour, Nor
mandie 1/4 Vermont 3/4 Harbor Fwy 1. (15-16)
The ritual of driving every morning removes Maria from her out-of-con
trol life. Driving compensates for everything else that she cannot name or
explain. Anorectic, abandoned,
Maria has no viable means for express
ing herself. Her greatest emotional release occurs as she crosses four lanes of
heavy
diagonally hit an off-ramp “without once braking or once los
ing the beat on the radio ...” (16). The highways of L.A. become a maze in
which to work out the successes and defeats of her fate.
Driving, Maria does penance for her mother, who died accidentally in the
desert one night when her car rolled into a ditch and she was eaten by coyotes
before anyone found her. When Maria goes to a hypnotist hoping
recover
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her sorry past, she fails to recall anything except moments of driving. She dri
ves
a parking lot where she meets a man wearing white pants; he navigates
her to a suburban house where she has an abortion. Maria
the man in
white pants talk about the differences between Cadillacs and Camaros. “There
was no more to it than that,” says the narrator, as if car talk ought to be a code
for something more meaningful, more tragic (79).
Maria drives “aimlessly” from Las Vegas to the desert (129).
Maria drives to Romaine to cry.
Maria drives to the middle of nowhere and takes a hotel room.
Barefoot Maria steals an actor’s Porsche
goes joyriding. For the
of
it. For the fun. To forget.
Maria, suffering from insomnia that no number of drugs can cure, puts her
self to sleep by imagining that she’s driving.
Maria has a minor accident with her Corvette.
Hoodlums try to bust into Maria’s car.
Maria’s motto could be “I drive therefore I drive,” because driving serves its
own ends and means nothing beyond itself. Or her motto could be “I drive
therefore I am not,” because
prevents her from thinking about her exis
tential dilemmas. Driving allows her not to think at all.
Driving in Play It As It Lays flirts with the desire to lose everything, run
into a gully or die in the desert, to sink into a lake with the car windows rolled
up, to recover the past by duplicating it, to drive until there are no more high
ways to drive on.
8. Modern Instances
In 1927, Virginia Woolf took driving lessons. Virginia and Leonard bought a
secondhand Singer automobile in the summer of that year, and Virginia could
barely contain her enthusiasm for the freedom that the motor would bring her.
Indeed, in the
of the 1920s, the car had cachet for women, since it
allowed them to come and go as they chose. Virginia’s friend Vita SackvilleWest could jaunt to the train station to pick up her lovers without having to rely
on nosy chauffeurs.
a while, in the summer of 1927, Virginia could talk of
nothing but motor cars. “I can think of nothing else,” she writes to her friend
Ethyl Sands (Letters 400). Leonard wrung his hands and fretted about Vir
ginia’s state of mind during these lessons. After a few weeks, Virginia drove
through a hedge
the lessons ceased. Leonard commandeered the Singer
after that.
Although Virginia stopped driving, she translated the exhilaration of dri
ving into Orlando (1928), her cryptobiography of Vita Sackville-West. The
effects of speeding through town and country in a motor car register as the ulti
mate modernist experience — fast, blurred, impressionistic. “People split off
the pavement. There were women with shopping bags. Children ran out.
There were sales at drapers’ shops. Streets widened and narrowed. Long vis
tas shrunk together” (306). The world, cinematized, is delivered up in bits.
The transported, driving body grows slack with high-speed impressions. “After
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Figure 3. Sex and the Death Drive. Tamara De Lempicka, Autoportrait (Tamara in a Green Bugatti).
Private collection, Paris.
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twenty minutes the body and mind were like scraps of torn paper tumbling
from a sack and, indeed, the process of motoring fast out of London so much
resembles the chopping up small of body and mind, which precedes uncon
sciousness
perhaps death itself that it is an open question in what sense
Orlando can be said to have existed at the present moment” (307). Driving is
a form of death. As Freud says about travellers (although he was thinking
about trains and was himself an anxious train traveller), all images of travel are
coded representations of death.
Woolf, as for Freud, travelling approxi
mates unconscious impulses, particularly a desire for the stasis of death that
lurks in the mind of everyone who drives.
Tamara De Lempicka’s 1925 Autoportrait (Tamara in the Green Bugatti)
contradicts the unconscious tug towards death by making driving an erotic,
sleek, alluring,
wholly conscious event (see figure 3). In this modernist
painting, De Lempicka’s scarlet, puckered, kiss-me lips invite trouble. But her
hat helmeted to her head, her pale, hooded, don’t-mess-with-me eyes repulse
any advances. This woman can drive. No way will you get into her Bugatti.
The death drive pertains to the spectator, who is challenged by De Lempicka’s
gaze. She is the essence of modernity: capable and lethal. Get off the road.
Or learn how drive.

9. Nostalgia
Everyone drove in the 1950s, according to retro-flicks, TV comedies, and nov
els that revisit that era. Grease, American Graffiti, Happy Days, and This Boys
Life all require the car as a sign of the happy-go-lucky Eisenhower years, when
a hamburger was not a bad thing for you and learning to drive was a rite of pas
sage. In representations of that period, often created twenty years after the fact,
no one questions automotive hegemony. Indeed, widespread nostalgia for the
1950s may have been the result of fuel and automotive crises the 1970s, such
as the oil scare induced by OPEC countries, declining
sales, and long lines
at filling stations.
When John Travolta swivels his 1970s
and sings “Greased Lightning”
during shop class
Grease (1978), he parodies a popular notion of the ’50s as
a carefree car
(see figure 4). This paean to automobiles retrofits 1970s
sexual liberation to an earlier, allegedly simpler decade. In the glitzy, Ziegfield
Follies world of Grease, the boys are really more interested in the appearance of
sex in car parts, including racing stripes, white tires
plastic hoods, rather
than in cars themselves. These boys want flash, not serviceability. Travolta’s
pumped-up performance in Grease duplicates Elvis Presley car movies such as
Spinout (1966) and Speedway (1968), which, as imitations of Presley’s own
obscure origins as a truck driver, were already nostalgic returns the “uncom
plicated” car culture of the 1950s.
In American Graffiti (1973), as in most 1950s retro movies, teenagers
require cars to have sex in. As a meditation on cruising and hot rodding in the
1950s, this film feels intensely claustrophobic because the action relentlessly
returns to tight shots of people in cars. It manufactures a feeling of sexiness
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Figure 4. Human Hood Ornament. John Travolta and choristers as grease-monkeys in Grease.
Paramount Pictures. Cinematheque Onatario.

because couples never get away from each other in the front seat. The car is the
teenager’s bedroom outside the suburban bungalow. Cramped, steamy, uncom
fortable — the seat of a car, as a place to make out, has no virtues. The car, in
truth, is anti-sex. When
get it on
the back of their parents’ cars, they
are not defying their parents. They are fulfilling the imperative of car-ness to
make everything a living room: all space is an extension of the family rec room,
a continuation of private life in the streets. Hip
the fact that their parents
must have sex sometime, somewhere, their kids take that knowledge on the
road in borrowed, souped-up cars.
Sometimes they have to steal a car to prove their freedom, as Tobias Wolff
confesses
This Boys Life (1989). He sneaks off with his stepfather’s car,
speeding a hundred miles an hour down empty roads. As the family dog in the
passenger
“placidly watched the white line shivering between the head
lights I chattered like a gibbon and wept tears of pure terror. Then I stopped
the car in the middle of the road, turned it around, and did the same thing
headed the other way” (174). What does it matter whose car it is as long as the
joy rider can express happiness temporarily by driving? So what if the car runs
out of gas, breaks down, drives off a cliff, veers left or right. Joy-riding is trag
ic knowledge that the
are being let
on, the sort of knowledge that
brings on inexplicable tears of gladness and terror. In later years, they can look
back on these joy rides, with their intimations of liberty, and see them for what
they were: illusions. On the one hand, the car is
Toby’s mother flees
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Figure 5. 1950s Nostalgia. Photograph: Superstock, Montreal.

in a Nash Rambler from an abusive boyfriend. On the other hand, the auto
mobile is death;ain
a trucker
stereotypes
smashes through a guardrail in the mountains in the

opening
Cars pages of Wolff’s memoir while travellers gather at roadside to look at
the smoldering crash.
are inherently tragic. You rarely see a car in situation comedies, which
are usually shot inside a studio. Even in a series like Happy Days, with its
greaseball-goofball
of the ’50s, car shots are restricted low-grade,
tight-sweater, necking scenes. Most of the action takes place in simulated liv
ing rooms and garages. Even Fonzie, a mechanic, drives a motorcycle in the
series. No car = no sex. In one episode, principled Fonzie turns down a mar
ried, uptown woman who makes herself available to him. Fonzie explains, “I
don’t take what
’t
understand?” (quoted in Watson 147).
all his
swagger, he’s not getting any. Cars don’t appear often on sitcoms (ever see any
of the barflies from Cheers drive home?) in part because studio shots are cheap
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er. Comedy à l'américaine depends on cozy interiors: living rooms, bars,
offices. The car is parked
the drive. The car sits
the garage. The car is
too painful to consider. If the truth be known, the real 1950s car, as in North
by Northwest (1959), is the vehicle of abduction
alienation.
In the 1950s, the father drives. No one wears seat belts. Straight is the
road. Everyone smiles. Everyone is positioned as carefully as the family mem
bers in Degas’s painting of the Bellelli family: mother, in passenger seat, is dis
possessed, remote from the two kids, who are clearly aligned with smiling dad.
Blonde girl looks
the future with father. Mother, eyes closed, sees no one;
she’s lost in private, smiling misery. Is she worried about her son, who search
es her face for recognition or affection? Yet she turns to solicit children’s atten
tion. Maternal concern in face of personal despair? A happy family. Out for
a drive. Everyone smiling. Everything banal. Straight ahead, as in a cliché.
Everything unreal. That’s what we long for. Nostalgia. (See figure 5.)

10. Autobiography; or, How I Learned to Drive
I am five years old. It is 1966. My father has bought a new car, a blue
with aerodynamic ridges along the side that rise into quasi shark fins at the
trunk. I sit in the car with the doors locked. The key is in the ignition. Grip
ping the steering wheel, I bounce up
down on the seat. I just
to
see out the windshield at the apex of each bounce. I turn the key. The radio
comes on. I am driving. In my imagination I am driving. I turn the key fur
ther. I am driving, driving, driving.

A Car as Matrimonial Accessory. My parents on their wedding day, 17 April
man and maid of honor.
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It is 1972. I am in grade 5. I give a speech on “The Story of My Life.” It
is received with strong approval from my classmates (applause! huzzahs!) and
from my teacher Mrs. Nixon (an A). I advance to the semifinal round of
speeches, which involves a q & a. The principal, Mr. “Red” Leeder, known for
his rudy countenance
quick temper, judges the semifinals. The speech,
delivered from memory, goes well. In the question period, however, Mr. Leed
er asks me what my first memory is, the first moment I can consciously recall.
I blurt out, “driving home from the hospital. . .” My voice trails away. I meant
to say, “driving home from the hospital after a vaccination when I was 3,” but
somehow my voice ends before the sentence does. I blush. I realize that I
sound absurd, as if I can remember everything that ever happened me from
the second or third day of my existence. Mr. Leeder, high of color, judges
harshly. I do not advance the school finals.
It is true, however, that one of my earliest memories involves my mother
driving me home in the family car after a painful vaccination. I was not
three.
I rarely drive. I don’t own a car. It astonishes me that people drive as much
as they do; it seems like an unconscionable
of time. Hunting for park
ing, looking for gas stations, changing oil, paying tickets, all these activities are
so remote from my consciousness that I worry I live in avoidance. Am I deny
ing the twentieth century? Have I failed a Zeitgeist test? Driving, like parallel
parking or motor repair, is a technical skill. It’s democratic. It doesn’t require
inordinate strength, intelligence or artistry. Is my not-driving an act of snob
bery?
I learned to drive by necessity at the age of six, when my father, with char
acteristic panache, told me to get on a
tractor
drive. As a rule my
father never explained anything. Driving, like all tasks, was supposed be selfevident. Briefly told what a clutch was
how to accelerate, I drove the trac
tor around the hay field and down the road. The only way I could change gears
was to stand upright on the pedal and force it down with all my weight. My
father neglected to tell me how to stop. I figured it out for myself. In short, I
remember almost no time before driving.
My father has a prankster’s idea of liberal education: what doesn’t kill you
will teach you something. He once told me to drive one of his dump
down the county road on a delivery. Only when I was approaching a stop sign
tried to halt did I learn that I had no brakes. I geared down
yanked
the emergency. I coasted home after making a hair-raising tour of the neigh
borhood
performing a daredevil left turn (no
coming!). I geared
down and drifted slowly into the back of another truck, nudging it very deli
cately in order bring the dump truck I was driving to a full stop. My father,
puffing with anger, bolted up to the truck
upbraided me for driving badly
and running into another vehicle. No brakes. No sympathy. Nothing except
fury. I suspect that, if he reincarnates, my father will come back as a vehicle,
like the mother in the 1950s TV series, My
the Car, his voice issuing
plaintively from the radio.
My father fixes engines all the time; he always insisted on making me hand
him wrenches
ratchets as he trolleyed underneath various automobiles. I
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hated doing this. I made a point of not
attention
the intricacies of
motor construction. I snuck away as quickly as I could
order to
books
or play the piano, leaving my father to fetch his own tools.
I get distracted when I drive, mind-numbingly, yawningly bored. People
who say, “I like to drive,” mystify me. Driving must give them time to medi
tate, to think through problems,
revel in a few minutes or hours of privacy.
When driving, I think of other things: books unread, the idiocy of talk radio,
my inability to repair cars, the meaning of Heidegger’s “clearing of being,” what
have you.
For one year, I
and drove a 1977 Ford Fairmont that I inherited
from my grandmother. The car was 13 years old, had a caramel-colored interi
or, a hunter-green paint job, and a leaky gas tank. The brakes failed once on
the New Jersey Turnpike. I didn’t panic, since I didn’t want my friend Robert
to think death — his and mine — was imminent. By pumping the brakes, I
managed to build up some pressure and
to a halt (I seem have trouble
knowing how to stop).
My friend Ginger pasted a sticker on the bumper of my
Fairmont:
REPENT FOR THE END IS AT HAND! With not a moment’s regret, I
sold this jalopy for $235 to a young guy studying car engineering in Detroit.
I’ve never owned another.
It is 1975 or so. I am a restless fourteen year old who is mostly invisible to
his parents. I am a model student, an aspiring pianist and scholar, an above
average runner. I am sitting in the passenger seat behind my mother as she dri
ves. As an experiment, I cover my mother’s eyes with my hands while she takes
a corner. I cannot say what possesses me do such a thing: latent death wish;
belief in my mother’s supernatural powers or superior driving skills; thought
lessness. I only do it once, but it makes me realize that
is the
best way to respect the fate of others.
My mother’s name, by a strange quirk of coincidence, is Audrey Hepburn.
Her father died in a drinking-and-driving accident in 1953 when he failed to
make a corner on a country road two miles from his home. My mother was not
yet 21 when her father died. She never spoke of this accident. She has never
spoken of her father at all, ever.
11. Audrey

In Roman Holiday, Audrey Hepburn (not my mother) runs off with Gregory
Peck (see figure 6). Eddie Albert snaps pictures of them as they carefreely
cruise through the strade of Rome on a scooter. Audrey
Gregory always
remain in focus. The city whips by: Coliseum, Trevi Fountain, et cetera.
Rome’s a backdrop. What matters is the speed of seeing the city, not the sights
themselves.
lends a pleasing been-there-done-that quality to tourism.
Inside a Fiat or on the saddle of a Vespa, the tourist grazes Rome. Like a
l “Sunday
drive,” touristic driving is a form of not seeing, of willfully
in
setting forth order to go wherever the road leads. Tourism imposes “fun” on
landscape without requiring knowledge of history, geography, people, or cul
ture.
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Figure 6. The Perils and Pleasures of Tourism. Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck in Roman Holiday.
Paramount Pictures. Cinematheque Ontario.

Audrey Hepburn does not drive. Audrey is driven. In Sabrina, for
instance, William Holden chauffeurs her, then Humphrey Bogart takes her for
a spin. Driving has clear associations with class membership for Sabrina. She
waits to be picked up at the train station when she returns from Paris, carrying
a suitcase and leading a poodle. William Holden screeches to a halt in a con
vertible sportscar and gives Audrey a lift home, poodle and all. Her father, a
chauffeur, drives professionally and skillfully. Every day
conducts
Humphrey Bogart into Manhattan; in the car, if need be, they can communi
cate via telephone connecting back seat to front. As Sabrina’s father says, con
versations between classes must be formal and technologized. He tells Sabrina
that “There’s a front seat and a back seat, and a window between.” Not dri
ving serves as a marker of Sabrina’s breaking away from her identity as a chauf
feur’s daughter.
Even in Two for the Road (1967), a film co-starring Audrey Hepburn
Albert Finney, Audrey takes the wheel only two or three times — even though
the film centers on a London couple who drive through the French countryside
over a period of a dozen years. Finney does almost all the driving: in an MG,
in a Mercedes, in a Fiat. Every time Hepburn gets into the driver’s seat, the car
stalls,
the key flies out the window, or she passes over the duty of driving to
Finney. Even the sportiest sportscar is a bore to drive, Hepburn implies with
take-me-or-leave-me winsomeness. One watches this film to admire the aqua
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striped shirt, the shimmery mirror-dress, and the oversized ’60s sunglasses that
Audrey wears. To be chic, she eschews driving. To be entrancing, she walks.
To be faithful to her persona, she gets into the passenger seat. Just along for
the ride.

12. Prey
Driving is a predatory act in Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958). People crouch
behind their steering wheels and watch each other. They drive to detect. They
drive to
They drive to discover.
Police detective Johnny (Jimmy Stewart) drives through the sunny streets
of San Francisco. He’s methodical, focused, driven. Hired by a suave ship
building magnate named Gavin
Johnny tails Madeleine (Kim Novak),
who drives a lima-bean
Rolls Royce, or some equally impressive
ele
gant car. Green is Madeleine’s color; when she first appears at a restaurant, she
wears a dramatic green gown. Allegedly possessed by the spirit of her mad
ancestress Carlotta Valdes, Madeleine doesn’t remember what she does with her
time all day. She “wanders.” Johnny “wanders” too, and proposes that he
Madeleine “wander” together. She takes his hint
falls love with him.
When first tailing Madeleine, Johnny sits
his car. Hitchcock positions
the camera on the hood of Johnny’s car and peers in the windshield at him as
he grips the steering wheel, urging it now left, now right, according to the dic
tates of his predatory desires. He must find out Madeleine’s secrets. He will
drive until he finds where she goes, what she does with her days. In the back
ground, through the
window, San Francisco Bay flashes by, along with
other breathtaking Vistavision panoramas of the city. This is some of the most
glorious cinematic footage ever made. Johnny doesn’t speak; he simply drives.
When he gets exasperated because Madeleine weaves aimlessly through the
city, he raises his thumbs off the steering wheel a gesture that says, “why am
I wasting my time?”
The sequence of Johnny’s driving flips from his point of view to a direct
uncompromising stare through the windscreen at Johnny, a conventional shot
counter-shot that shows both what Johnny sees (Madeleine’s car) and what
Johnny looks like (as if glimpsed from Madeleine’s rear-view mirror). The
spectator’s point of view doubles the perspectives of predator and prey in the
narrative. The viewer, like a backward-looking hood ornament, never lets
Johnny out of sight. This driving sequence functions as a moment of therapy.
What Johnny hopes to hide manifests itself moments of inadvertence. Just
as Johnny thinks
can get to the bottom of Madeleine’s psychosis by pursu
ing her, the spectator thinks that, by playing the role of therapist, he she can
figure out what secret motivations and anxieties cause Johnny’s disabling verti
go. Almost everyone in this film manipulates
diagnoses everyone else:
Midge (Barbara Bel Geddes), once engaged Johnny, tries make him fall in
love with her again, but ends up irritating him more than helping him; slick
Gavin Elster manipulates Johnny into following a woman who is not the real
Mrs. Elster; Johnny behaves like a crypto-therapist who transfers his fears and
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aggressions onto Madeleine; Madeleine thinks that she can cure Johnny by
coming back incognito after her “death” — an incognito that is an “authentic”
identity — and convincing Johnny she loves him; the least convincing therapist
in the entire
the hard-core Freudian doctor who diagnoses Johnny’s
“melancholia,” does not understand that Johnny loves only women whom he
can follow surreptitiously (Madeleine), not women who love him candidly
(Midge). When Johnny sits catatonic at the rehabilitation center, he duplicates
the passive, unfocused desire first occasioned by following Madeleine in his car:
an act of predatory, aimless, masculine creepiness. Indeed, his aphasic moments
recall the alleged aphasic moments suffered by Madeleine. He displaces all his
symptoms onto Madeleine (aphasia, melancholy, aimlessness, haunting)
because Johnny cannot accept responsibility for his own past or faulty behavior.
The sequence in which Johnny drives is a moment of reversal. He begins to
believe that Madeleine, not he, is ill.
Because Johnny follows Madeleine in his car, he falls in love with her. Or
he is falling in love with his own illness. While driving, he formulates a plot, a
a desire. This is what happens when one drives: desires bob up; confu
sions coalesce into generalized need. Driving is not an inactivity. Objects of
desire gradually enter the driver’s mind. Although idle pursuit seems like the
epitome of boredom for Johnny, boredom itself is not unproductive. While
bored, the driver may reach a détente with warring feelings. While
Johnny
to feel desire. In his car, refuge of privacy, Johnny is Orpheus
looking for lost Eurydice. He needs his car as a shell for his desire. However,
it is a see-through shell, like one of those transparent balls that contain snowy,

Figure 7. Wet Date in San Francisco. Jimmy Stewart carries drenched Kim Novak to her car in
igo. Universal Studios. Cinematheque Ontario.
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magic kingdoms. His boredom screens his perverse desire to off-load his
ieties onto Madeleine (see figure 7).
When unrehabilitated Johnny goes looking for
of lost Madeleine, he
goes
foot. The degree of his breakdown is
by this shocking, unAmerican activity: he walks; he does not drive. He restores his coercive masculinity not
by making Judy dye her hair, wear Madeleines clothes and
visit the same restaurant where Johnny first saw Madeleine. He also starts to
drive again. He abducts Judy, dressed as Madeleine, for a long drive down the
peninsula to the Spanish town where Madeleine died. At the wheel, Johnny
wears a sour, set, conniving, evil grimace. At the wheel, Johnny believes that
his life is in his hands again. But it is not. He scarcely knows what he is doing.
At the wheel,
reenacts a past that he cannot control. Driving, he is never
fully himself. He is, instead, a bundle of anxiety and despair.

13. AM/FM
In car culture, to move is to be erotic, or erotically expressive. This is
time and again in popular songs.
Pop music has an affinity for cars and driving: Gino Vanelli’s “Black Cars,”
the Beach Boys’ “Fun, Fun, Fun,” the Beatles’ “Drive My Car,” Marianne Faith
ful’s “The Ballad of Lucy Jordan,” John Mellencamp’s “Jack and Diane,”
Prince’s “Little Red Corvette,” Aretha Franklin’s “Freeway of Love,” the Cars’
“Drive,” Everything But the Girl’s “Drive,” Bruce Springsteen’s “Driving in My
Car,” “Wreck on the Highway,” and “Racing in the Street,” and so on. Spring
steen’s songs require
in-depth knowledge of car parts and motor construc
tion, whereas the Beach Boys think of cars almost exclusively as Tonka toys for
grown-ups. In almost every “car tune,” the singer is a driver, as when, in “Rac
ing in the Street” (1978), Springsteen sings, “I got a sixty-nine Chevy with a
396 / Fuelie
and a Hurst on the floor / She’s waiting tonight down in the
parking lot / Outside the Seven-Eleven store / Me and
partner Sonny built
her straight out of scratch / And he rides with me from town to town.”
Aretha Franklin vows she’s "going drivin’
the freeway of love in a pink
Cadillac.” She owns her destiny, even if the pink Cadillac makes her look like
a prize-winning Mary Kaye cosmetics salesperson. When Franklin growls,
“take a ride in my machine,” we cannot help but hear the double entendre
gesting that hers is no ordinary machine. The song echoes Elvis Presley’s cau
tionary tale about ambition in “Baby, Let’s Play House” (1955): “You
go to
college, / You may go to school. / You
have a pink Cadillac, / But don’t be
nobody’s fool.” For Presley, the pink Cadillac destroys his girlfriend’s class
affiliations and ruins their chances of “playing house” together. Franklin, not
interested in playing house, decides who
in her sleek, pink car.
Not standing for any pinko girltalk, Prince uses macho domination tech
niques of persuasion in “Little Red Corvette”: “Move over baby, give me the
keys / I’ gonna try and tame your little red love machine.”
Driving is implicitly erotic in pop music. Car metaphors scarcely disguise
the intention of Prince or Aretha Franklin. The effect of this is to render all
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eros mechanistic and meaningless. In a car song, the worst that can happen is
an unlucky brush with the law,
a sudden crash, or, less seriously, having a
father who forbids you the keys to his funmobile.
14. Frenzy

The difference between American films and French films is simple. In French
an
his men fall in love
a, two
and expresshis
varying genre,
degrees
his
readers of
on with one woman
animosity towards each other until the triangle works itself out. In American
be
films, two men, unable to express their love for anyone, least of all for each
other, get in a car and drive around the United States. The car is the object of
adoration. Sometimes in an American film, as in Bonnie and Clyde, a woman is
allowed to get into the car and drive about with a man, but in the end, she must
shot to death with many, many bullets to prove that a woman in a car is an
unnatural sight. If you don’t believe this to be the case, consider the outcry
occasioned by Thelma and Louise, According to the laws of the
two
women in a car must run afoul of the law.
The locus classicus of errant driving is Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, “Sal Par
adise,” a.k.a. Kerouac, hitchhikes from New York to Denver, from Denver to
San Francisco. Later, with “Dean Moriarty,” a.k.a. Neal Cassady, Sal drives to
New York from Virginia, and from Hoboken to New Orleans to the West
Coast. “I only went along for the ride,” Sal says about starting on a trip to
California (129). Quickly, he changes
tune to disingenuous mysticism.
Uncertain what to believe in, Sal believes in belief— an abstract category that
consoles him for his existential emptiness, which no amount of driving fills up.
He wonders, “What was I doing? Where was I going?” (138). The frenzy of
driving back and forth across America replaces destiny, for having a destination
seems like the same thing as having purpose. Kerouac wants his
to
think aimlessness is destiny. Getting there is all the fun; driving is meaning! But
all the back-and-forthing, to-and-froing in On the Road doesn’t prove that wan
dering is destiny. That is just Sal’s alibi meant to hide
existential panic.
Driving in this novel signifies a massive repression of what Sal feels or thinks.
Sal hates to drive. He especially hates to drive while Dean cuddles with his
girl Marylou beside him in the front seat. The seating arrangements are pecu
liar. All three sit side by side. Sal sees and hears everything that happens
between
two road buddies. Worse, Sal has a crush on Marylou. She teas
es him with promises of sex in the indefinite future. Sal and Marylou hold
hands while Dean sleeps. Then all three strip buck naked and drive across
Texas into the setting sun. Sal does not comment on this postmodern Lady
Godiva stunt, except to say that wild-man Dean thinks it up. It is impossible
to judge what prompts Dean to commit such
outrageous act, just as it is
impossible to know what Sal thinks of sitting next to naked Marylou and naked
Dean, since Sal never indulges in reflection or psychological observation. He
deliberately represses emotion — except mystical joy and childlike superlatives
— for the sake of staying
the road. Driving, therefore, encompasses all the
complex, unspoken emotions circulating among these characters.
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Sal does not have a license to drive. However, Dean “insisted I drive
through Baltimore
traffic practice; that was all right, except he and Marylou insisted on steering while they kissed and fooled around. It was crazy; the
radio was on full blast” (134). Time and again in On the Road, Sal represses
painful events by turning the radio
full blast and driving on. Driving is the
mode of avoidance in this novel. “What is that feeling when you’re driving
away from people,” he asks, “and they recede on the plain till you see their
specks dispersing? — it’s the too-huge world vaulting us, and it’s good-by. But
we lean forward to the next crazy venture beneath the skies” (156). Why exam
ine the past, or feelings of regret, or the sadness of farewell, when you can jump
into a Hudson and escape

15. U-Turn
But one word more. I once met a woman who went to a psychiatrist to find
ways of dealing with her timidity. She had an older sister who overshadowed
her in all things.
never learned to drive, yet lived in a small town where
driving was essential for socializing and shopping. The psychiatrist told her she
suffered from timidity because her competent elder sister made her feel inade
quate. “Do something for yourself. Go get your license,” said the psychiatrist.
She did. And her confidence, from that day forward, soared. So she claimed
anyway. Driving, it seems, can cure.
If driving seems to be a practical solution to space-time separation (I want
to
across town by 5:15, and therefore shall drive), it also has entered our
repertory of tropes for intimacy and anger, symptom and remedy, freedom and
constraint. While driving, we figure out how to deal with obstacles that
obstruct happiness, even as we formulate new obstacles that prevent us from
getting there.
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R.E.M. transformed itself from a locally identified
music group from Athens, Georgia,
an anony
mous, postmodern band in the period between 1983
and 1995. Forming in Athens in the early 1980s,
when most of its members were enrolled at the Uni
versity of Georgia, R.E.M. has released an EP, eleven
albums and three compilation albums. Michael
sang and became the group’s enigmatic frontman;
Peter Buck, the allegedly self-taught musical histori
an, primarily played guitar; Mike Mills played bass
keyboards
sang backup; and Bill Berry, noted
for his bushy eyebrow, played drums and also sang
backup before leaving the band in 1997. Relentless
ly identified as hailing from Athens at the outset of
its career, R.E.M. toured locally but also configured
itself outside that home base as representing a new
South. Paradoxically, however, as it became more
successful, the band deliberately became, at
in
some ways, more
less regionally
identified. In this essay, I hope to present an overar
ching — but by no means absolute, purely linear, or
univocal — narrative of how R.E.M. at first simulta
neously used a southern/regional identification and a
postmodern aesthetics, and of how and why the post
modern gradually supplanted the South
its self
representation.
Neil Nehring noted that he began his book Pop
ular Music, Gender and Postmodernism “when [he]
found rock and roll
identical with poststruc
turalism in Present Tense" (60).1 R.E.M.’s brand of
postmodernism, or even poststructuralism, however,
is less concerned with the idea that no reality exists
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behind representation than with the idea that reality is also constituted through
representation; in this sense, R.E.M. comes to see the South — once the site of
a “naturalized” authenticity — and America in general through an increasingly
postmodern lens. In part, R.E.M. has been able to use its local southern per
spective
history
interrogate how postmodern culture — including the
way media and corporations have transformed language and identity — has
been configured as ahistorical
universal.
As R.E.M. became more popular and sought greater commercial accep
tance, particularly in marketing its music and image abroad, the band switched
from its original independent label, IRS, to Warner Brothers, an enormous con
glomerate, and took on an increasingly postmodern rather than predominantly
southern agenda. In the middle period approaching the time of that switch
(1986-88), the band also focused on American and international politics —
particularly US imperialism in Central America
the rise of the New Right
— in its transition to postmodern aesthetics.
the band U2, which was

Figure 1.
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once synonymous with Ireland, R.E.M. came to equate global acceptance with
a renunciation of its particular origins and to develop a postmodern rather than
regional sense of self-presentation and irony. A stigmatized or colonized part
of an imperial power, such as the South or Ireland, can serve as a cultural
launching point but also needs to be outgrown for a band to enter the transna
tional, postmodern stage of its career.
Critically valorized as one of the most erudite, articulate, and principled of
American rock bands, R.E.M. had rejected traditional southern rock mores and
music — an association with Jack Daniels, macho posturing, Confederate flags,
and fraternities, as
as a more blues-based guitar sound — and instead tried
to convey a new southern sensibility, partly gothic, pastoral and lyrical, and
partly cosmopolitan. At first, the band embraced its own vision of regional cul
ture (primarily in the context of southern religion and aestheticism) and its
potential for anonymity, but it gradually replaced that identification with a mix
ture of public politics and postmodernity,
that finally emblematizes not the
South but the West. In this article, I explore how R.E.M. used both the South
and postmodernism in its self-configuration and especially its visual self-pre
sentation, and why the two finally became incompatible, though only partly
incommensurate, modes of representation.
In its
years, R.E.M. utilized images of a both familiar and mysterious
South in many of its forms of self-promotion, from the University of Georgia
jackets in which the band was often photographed
its more amorphous
graphics and lyrics. Released in 1982, R.E.M.'s first EP, Chronic Town, sport
ed a gargoyle
its cover, emblem of a gothic South: Buck claimed the band
wanted this record to sound like “spooky gospel” (Gray 177). Murmur (1983),
R.E.M.'s first full album, featured a cover photograph of emblematically south
ern kudzu taking over a field and a back cover shot of a gothic-looking Athens
trestle (see
1); the photos provide the visual accompaniment to Stipes
often indecipherable lyrics.2 This early opposition between field and train
reflects a continuing tension in R.E.M.'s
one reflected in a
generated partly by the organic and partly by the mechanical; that opposition is
later developed in the play between images of spikes and spokes, trains and
wheels in the band's videos and use of graphics.3 (The South itself thus seems
to contain the initial polarity that
develop in R.E.M.’s later, more post
modern work.) The bands third
circularly titled (Reconstruction of the)
Fables of the Reconstruction, oscillates between mapping agrarian southern land
scapes and the more industrial tracks of “Driver 8” and “Auctioneer (Another
Engine).” Through the band's fourth album, Lifes Rich Pageant, which includ
ed numerous references to southern history and the
War, R.E.M. albums
and singles regularly sported at least partly southern sleeves and themes.4
To many of R.E.M.'s generation, traditional southern rock music had come
to represent
uncultivated, recidivist mentality, while British and American
music, from pop to punk, generally represented sophistication, rebellion, and
the future. According to Buck, however, “In 1980, in the South, punk never
caught on, to say the least” (quoted in Platt). But to the yet unknown Athens
bands spearheading the Souths new wave, moving away from the old South was
by and large the order of the day. British bands, from the Sex Pistols to the Soft
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Boys, along with New York bands, from the Velvet Underground to Television,
inspired R.E.M.
more than any southern artist save perhaps the Memphis
group Big Star, whose leader, Alex Chilton, a veteran of the Box Tops, was
southern partly by way of the British Invasion, mixing blues lyrics with pop and
highly experimental production techniques. Big Star emulated non-southern
music while still speaking in southern tongues, developing, in Chiltons terms,
a modern language while still testifying to the blues.5 In the
to mid1980s, the southern
renaissance spanning from Athens to Chapel Hill
and including the dB’s, Lets Active, the B-52’s, Pylon, Love Tractor, and the
BBQKillers was generally not “southern” in sound. These new southern bands
instead wove a hybrid of new wave, punk and rock, primarily by relocating to
New York or at least identifying with the North aesthetically, if remaining oth
erwise southern in sensibility.
In its music, unlike its image, R.E.M. primarily emulated “northern” bands,
which
Stipe and Buck included
from both England and New York,
from Wire to Patti Smith. While Buck considered the Fans, from Atlanta, his
favorite local band, he characterized their sound
of British references,
as “John Cale join[ing] Roxy Music” (quoted in Platt). If R.E.M. was south
ern in sound, it was again southern
way of England and New York, creating
a postmodern hybrid. Yet at this point, the band, the wake of other acts such
as Pylon and the B-52’s, was so identified with Athens that an entire music
scene sprang up in its hometown, with hundreds of musicians — from a young
Matthew Sweet to, eventually, Warren Zevon — either moving in or passing
through to play. That Zevon, a quintessential West Coast songwriter who
almost always worked with West Coast session musicians, would eventually use
R.E.M. as his backing band on Sentimental Hygiene helps mark the middle
stage of the group’s shift to the West.
R.E.M.’s first two albums were recorded in North Carolina with a local
Mitch Easter, who had performed in a number of area bands includ
ing Rittenhouse Square and (with soon to be member of the dB’s Chris
Stamey) the Sneakers, and who was now fronting his own band, Lets Active.
Yet after its first two albums R.E.M. rarely recorded anything but demos in the
South (mainly at John Keane’s Athens studios); ironically and emblematically,
Fables, the band’s most overtly southern and last entirely “regional” album, was
recorded in London with British producer Joe Boyd. Through its sense of the
history of pop music and the history of the Civil
R.E.M. established a
variety of connections between the South and contemporary England; if Eng
land had once sided with the South against the North, it had also helped recu
perate the southern music R.E.M. would respect, especially black blues music.
In order to understand R.E.M.’s development, it would be
to begin
exploring how the band itself imagines the South. Buck has said that “the
South is a good place for a band to
up not in public because you could play
with total anonymity for years in bars, recreation halls, and no one would know
who you were, unlike New York, the antithesis” (quoted in Fletcher 74).6
Southern anonymity is poised against its antithesis of northern
and
fame. In
MTV interview, Buck also claimed that
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[t]he Southerner is the terminal outsider. He is. Being from the South
must be like being black and living in a place where racism is okay. In
movies and on TV, the southerners are always hicks. They’re idiots. There’s
never a smart southerner, they’re always mindless morons and
Everyone tends to look at you as if it’s a miracle that you’re a normal per
son from the South. (Quoted in Fletcher 74)

Then Buck tellingly adds, “And were like the quintessential outsiders in this
business. I mean, we’re in the belly of the beast. . . . But by the same token,
we’re not part of it” (quoted in Forman 16). That beast is the postmodern cor
porate monster R.E.M. had long simultaneously courted and tried to slay, with
the South as its protective talisman. Buck here contends that R.E.M. is again
in and out, famous and anonymous, southern and nomadically postmodern.
Partly from its desire not to become everything it hated in the world of media
and to avoid becoming a cliché, R.E.M. continued to deny that it had entered
the mainstream; though it largely continued to make music on its own terms,
the band was hardly composed of quintessential music
outsiders even
by the time of Reckoning (1984). But
as long as they
still identified as
southerners, the members of R.E.M.
claim remain outside the global,
postmodern marketplace and could define themselves as relatively anonymous
acolytes.
The band wanted both to redeem and to complicate the popular image of the South, to identify with the South’s potential for both regional identity and
anonymity; it moved between being highly visible as a southern icon and semianonymous in the larger world of rock media. However, R.E.M. eventually
transferred this initial southern identification almost entirely to the postmod
ern, though it retained some of the same stance of anonymity. As Jim Greer
points out, critics expect “all good pop songs [to] try to achieve some sort of
universality of emotion” (86). But R.E.M. had fashioned itself as being from a
particular place, hadn’t wanted to be universal; over and over, the band insisted
it would rather play to a select group of
listeners or simply to itself
than to stadiums of indiscriminate fans, yet it also relentlessly pursued that
larger audience. As Arthur Jipson stresses in
article, “Why Athens? Inves
tigations into the Site of an American Music Revolution,” R.E.M. emerged
primarily in a context of community rather than industry, a state of affairs that
needed to be reversed once the band moved to Warner Brothers; the association
with a community with which the band only partly identified had to evolve as
R.E.M. outgrew not just its town but its state (24). As Mills comments,
“When we started touring, we’d say, we’re from Athens.’ People would go:
"Oh, Athens — the B-52’s, Pylon — great, we’ book you.’ But after we played
there once or twice, Athens became totally irrelevant” (Mills 23; also quoted in
Jipson 27). Outside the community, “Athens” became a form of cachet useful
only for a limited period; once the band had reached the stage where it didn’t
need, or then want, to be overly identified with Athens, it had outgrown the
desire to be categorized by a regional setting or audience.
In achieving phenomenal success, R.E.M. was accepted not just by the
town of Athens but by institutions the band seemed to oppose, as
in
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a revealing, often repeated tale of how the city council and elders of Athens
eventually recognized that much of the towns tourism was being generated by
R.E.M., that the band had become a significant economic resource to the area.
As Anthony De Curtis noted in 1989, “At this point, R.E.M. is a sufficiently
important Georgia industry that a US Senator intervenes on the band’s behalf”
when it is checking into a hotel (50). Though the band had in fact incorporat
ed itself before even buying a touring van, De Curtis is struck by the fact that
Buck refers to the group “unself-consciously as our corporation.’” The band
always struggled with the issue of becoming too popular, wanting to reach peo
ple but then having to withdraw from them. While rejecting the standard accu
ons of selling
prejudice.
out, the band itself lamented that (in
it had to play
my arenas and

thus essentially had become the kind of act it would itself no longer care to see.7
The initial resistance to such corporate, rather than regional, anonymity
appeared in the band’s do-it-yourself business ethos and its reconfiguration of
the South, in both positive and negative terms.
As emblematized by the fact that one of R.E.M.'s biographies is subtitled
It Crawled From the South, the region as both nurturing medium and dismal
swamp sometimes became a locus of embarrassment and ambivalence for the
band. Buck contends, “I like the South, but I can’t look at it as this mythical
place. I see it for better or worse. I mean, I like it better than most places in
the world, but I see it for what it is. Whereas someone from even New York
who came down here would still be kind of shocked and spooked” (quoted in
Gray 169). (Again, however, Buck himself wanted his music to sound like
spooky gospel). Stipe could demythologize and disparage his own regional
identification by observing that local politicians “have no morals. It’s all really
ugly and Southern.” But while he critiqued the area to defenders of the old
South, Stipe tended to defend it to outsiders: “That Southern racist tag is bull
shit, the old Civil War mentality of putting down the South” (quoted in Gray
170). And if the typically nebulous “Burning Down,” an outtake from Fables,
might address plantation slavery on disparaging terms, Stipe might simply be
claiming the insider’s prerogative of knowing enough about the South to criti
cize it without
For all its widely known iconography, after all, the
South is nevertheless often construed as a place only a native could understand.
Perhaps definitively, Mills declaims, “I’ve lived in the South all
life. You
simply can’t get away from something which is so much part of you, active or
not” (quoted in Gray 176). In reflecting on his own
truth somewhat more
nomadic and less entirely southern) upbringing, Stipe has asserted, “I was born
and raised in Georgia. This is home. When I fly in from somewhere and see
the tops of the pine trees, I get all lachrymose and weepy, I’ve got red clay in
my blood” (quoted in Walters 54). In a review piece, Barry Walters observes
that “in Mike Mills’s living room there’s a framed 'Vote Fife for Sheriff’ poster
('from the Return to Mayberry film,’ says Mills proudly). Two feet away, The
Andy Griffiths show [sic] is on a large TV” (56, 58). Writers, along with the
band members themselves, routinely play up the folksy, goofy, spooky, or aber
rant aspect of southern stereotypes; Walters remarks that when Berry drove him
down a dirt path to go fishing, “[s]cenes of Deliverance dance[d] in [his] mind
as [they] walk[ed] to a large pond” (78). With a bit less exaggeration, Buck
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describes his hometown of Roswell, Georgia, during his youth, as “all old Dairy
Queens and guys in overalls with hay
the back of their battered pick-up
trucks, poking through town
spitting tobacco juice on the sidewalk” (quot
ed in Forman 13).
Bill Forman begins his piece on the band by suggesting, “The Old South
has endured substantial public relations difficulties, dating back to a Civil War
that made it popular to assume that the Mason-Dixon line was a fixed border
between virtue and intolerance. Musically . . . Southern rock became synony
mous with the redneck’s right
boogie” (13). But if R.E.M. was labeled
southern, its music had little
do with music previously identified with the
South, with Lynyrd Skynyrd, the Allman Brothers, or Charlie Daniels.8 Any
association with the South’s old boy mentality drew the band’s ire, especially
Buck’s; though he generally respected Tom Petty, who grew up in Florida, Buck
disparaged Petty’s stage tour for the album Southern Accents.
Only someone who hasn’t lived in the South for 15 years would dare put a
Confederate flag up above their stage. That’s such a dickbrain thing to do,
it really bothered me. The Confederate flag basically stands for a lot of
badness that I don’t want to know about, that should be gone. . . . Every
black person that sees that thing is gonna think you’re a cracker
you’re
an idiot
racist. (Quoted in Forman 16)

An association with southern racism or conservatism also
constricting
to R.E.M. as it entered the global stage; surprisingly, for a time one means to
counteract southern provincialism came not just in the form of the South but
of southern religion.
When Melody Maker sent a reporter to cover the band in 1987, the blurb
read, “Matt Smith
deepest Georgia with Stipe’s merry band of mystics”
(Smith 2). Despite its clear rejection of many forms of stereotypically southern
music, R.E.M.’s brand of southern identity remained closely tied to its use of
southern religion (or mysticism): R.E.M., as it happens, started rehearsing in
an abandoned church in Athens. In March of 1980, the band coalesced
some of the members were living
a church on Oconee Street. That period
looms large in the band’s legend. As Forman puts it,
A percentage figure is unavailable for how many bands start out by living
and rehearsing in abandoned churches. But the altar and pews of the house
of prayer that gave birth
R.E.M. were an entirely appropriate setting,
given much of their music’s droning, mystical bent
the fact that
Michael’s grandfather was a preacher (“ thought it was blasphemous”)
and everyone but Buck attended church regularly until their [sic] late teens.
(14)
This “converted church” — emblem of American self-transformation from
Melville’s Pierre
Ellison’s Invisible Man — initiated R.E.M.’s use of a bully
pulpit to preach to a mass audience, if not the audience of the mass. Accord
ing to John Shelton Reed, “religious institutions [still] play an important role in
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the social and spiritual life of the South. ... [It's] a society that takes
seriously” (33).
R.E.M. evolved a complex relationship with this southern mix of music
mores, standing both inside
outside the religious arena. Two singles from
Fables, “Wendell Gee” and “Driver 8,”
different photographs of Stipe as
a testifying southern preacher (see figures 2 and 3). These photos of the rural
southern orator, however, are precisely paired with images of postmodern
mechanics, with the wheels
gyres featured on the back of both sleeves (see
figures 4 and 5); the self-conscious pattern begun on Murmur — contrasting
one image of the South with another that might represent but also transcend
the South — is still effect.
The band’s second album, Reckoning, presented an
continuation
of Chronic Town and Murmur, configuring the South as a site of gothic decay
and revelation inextricable from ruination. If Chronic Town focused on boxcars,
gothic circuses, wolves, and Buck’s spooky atmospheres, Reckoning was a plunge
into the flood and its aftermath: as the record sleeve advised, “file under water.”
The first EP's cover of a leering gargoyle is here replaced by a painting by Rev-
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Figure 3.

erend Howard Finster, a “primitive” religious folk artist who the following year
also worked with Talking Heads, a band associated with the New York arts
music scene. Even in this brief sequence, the “primitive” or otherworldly
southern religious sensibility again effectively bleeds into, or is coopted by, the
mischievously postmodern. On the outtake “Voice of Harold,” Stipe sings the
lyrics from the back of a gospel
over the backing track of Reckonings
“Seven Chinese Brothers,” fusing the southern gospel aesthetic with a tech
of postmodern pastiche:9
on Calvary for me the joy of knowing Jesus, here’s a song of pure delight
featuring John Barley. ... oh rugged cross, chill bumps appear and I am
frozen in the web they weave as they reveal their innermost selves with the
outpouring of their hearts. . . . Suddenly you know they’re real, they mean
it10. . . . plan to make a record? we are associated with the United Music
World, Incorporated. . . . The joy of knowing Jesus produced by Joe Gen
try. . . . the Revelaires! A must.
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Figure 4.

The track represented a typical mix of gospel invocation, R.E.M. jangle,
postmodern praxis, a non-hierarchic sampling of sources and styles, theosophy
crossed with the promotional copy for a recording studio. With turnabout as
fair play, these lyrics may reflect a technique borrowed from Talking Heads;
David Byrne had allegedly “sampled” lyrics from an African preacher for “Once
in A Lifetime” on 1980’s Remain in Light.
Finster’s naif/religious sensibility was a frequent and appropriate reference
point for the band; one of R.E.M.'s earliest videos, made to
“Radio
Free Europe,” was filmed among the sculptures and mechanical
of
Finster’s gothic
Gardens, a kind of outdoor southern museum/junkyard/arboretum.11 Stipe later acknowledged that the song “Maps and Legends”
on Fables was in part a narrative about the Georgia painter. Gothic religious
images in the Finsterian vein were prevalent throughout early R.E.M.: for
example, in the lyrics of Murmurs “Pilgrimage,” with its evocation of a twoheaded cow and its claim that “speaking in tongues is worth a broken lip.”12
Stipe often ad-libbed quasi-mystical lyrics that could entail anything from con
juring the book of the seventh seal” to misremembering nursery rhymes.
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Figure 5.

Stipe’s self-fashioning as mystical and otherworldly reached one apex when he
sported a monastic tonsure around the time of Fables. The use of such religious
imagery was often problematic, however, for the band itself also denigrated reli
gious fervor, along with much of what religion represented in America. Except
for Stipe, the members of the band also did not have the reputation of being
choirboys.
As Matt Smith notes, R.E.M. itself became the subject/site of pop-culture
pilgrimage: “the Distiples, as they’re called in Athens, study the band’s output
and
” with a kind of fanatical devotion, turning Stipe in particular into a
religious icon (16). Years before Out of Time and its anthem, “Losing My Reli
gion,” came out, Buck remarked,

There’s this American evangelical, Huxterism. America’s full of religious
nuts. They all came here for that reason. They got kicked out of their own
countries. . . . That’s why, when you
songs to writers like Flan
nery O’Connor and Carson McCullers [note the gothic choices] — I’m
flattered but don’t quite make the connection. Flannery’s characters are all
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struggling to reconcile their faith to a modern world where faith doesn’t
play any apparent part. In our case, I’d say
of us have got any faith
anyway. I don’t believe God. (Quoted in Smith 16)

You can’t lose the religion you never had, but you can lose the symbolism you
have always used: the band’s religious images — of days of reckoning, floods,
pilgrimages, and so on — are often explicitly southern/Pentecostal in construc
tion. Typically, after acknowledging a religious foundation for his society, Buck
denies the band’s
religious belief; but he reinforces its (to some perhaps
calculated) use of that imagery on aesthetic grounds. Southern religion became
a heuristic device that had lost its utility. All these instances of the southern
gothic and the mystical are finally linked to, but also opposed to, the postmod
ern.
Converting the church to his own purposes is one of Stipe’s methods of
operation on a variety of fronts, but the triumph of the
religious right has
made the use of southern religious imagery a vexed proposition. When Stipe
sang in 1991 of losing his religion, he was also probably evoking his loss of a
usable South. As Peter Applebome notes (referring to memorial services for
Hank Williams), “the
evolving Southern culture of religious values
country music was growing even more powerful as Southern whites moved
from the city” (335-6). But even R.E.M.’s post-southern, postmodern manip
ulation can still be traced partly to southern oratory; in 1989 Stipe referred to
the persona of “Turn You Inside Out” from Green as “any preacher that is able
to manipulate a large group of people” (De Curtis 105).
The image of Stipe as a mystic is cast with
against his image as an
obscurantist whose methods are
postmodern: when asked in an
interview if he minded being considered weird, Stipe
“No, I don’t care.
... I think [people] are really disappointed when they find out how normal I
really am. Because I’m not weird” (quoted in Smith 16). In an immediate jux
taposition that is typical of journalists who cover the band, the interviewer then
notes how Stipe appeared on stage “wearing watches all over his body and with
the word ‘DOG’ written in
tip across his forehead.” After Stipe explains
that he was feeling ill that night, Smith adds that “there are other rumors
though, sightings of him reading books upside down for one!”13 Mystical
weirdness proved a marketable commodity up to a point.
The band tended to address the South as a site of what is anomalous
of
myth
apocalypse, the
and primitive, the world read upside-down
— but also as what is amorphous. James Herbert, Stipe’s photography teacher
at the University of Georgia and co-director of several of the band’s videos,
remarked in 1986 that R.E.M.’s sound is

romantic, layered, somewhat diffuse, and there’s a certain Southern
ambiance. I always allow a certain amount of decay and crumbling quality
to the film itself. Michael’s interest in primitivism, textures
surfaces,
even the music itself, will touch on that wet underside of the board that
is the South. It’s a little bit squirmy
dark. (Quoted Walters 58)
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Herbert and Stipe seem to feel that a sense of such connection with the land
scape is itself a southern or regional trait, part of the ethos of southern artists
in general. Stipe has noted that “the idea of stories being passed down and
being a tradition, and having these stories become as much a part of a way of
living, of a particular area where you live, as the religion or the trees or the
weather, I like the connection between that and the South” (quoted in Gray
178). Through this period, the band and journalists equally played up the
southern associations of the group’s output: when Fables came out, “Reviewers
and interviewers were not blind to the similarities between the three eccentrics’
songs [“Old Man Kensey,” “Wendell Gee,” and “Life and How to Live It”] and
Southern novels like Carson McCullers’s The Heart is a Lonely Hunter and
Flannery O’Connor’s The Violent Bear it Away, and their almost morbid fasci
nation with the freak, the idiot and the outsider” (Gray 179). The band mem
bers considered themselves outsiders, and thus emblematic of the South, until
they later became outsiders of postmodernism: the freak became the monster.
One model for Stipe’s alleged obliquity comes from the South’s most
famous and difficult writer. According to Stipe, Fables was originally going
called The Sound and the Fury, “but we decided against it because William
Faulkner had already stolen it” (quoted in Gray 87).14 In a Melody Maker fea
ture in 1988, Stipe noted that Faulkner was
of his heroes. Stipe repeated
ly invoked Faulkner in the context both of the South and of his relationship
with publicity and the media:

There’s all this stuff that goes around about me and most of it’s not true.
. . . That just comes with the celebrity thing. I think Faulkner got it. Peo
ple in town called him Count No Count because he walked around with a
high collar. Simply because he enjoyed it. . . . It’s probably a modern phe
nomenon that one has to know so much about the creator of something.
(Quoted in Greer 60)
The postmodern response most reminiscent of Faulkner might then be to sink
back into pseudo-anonymity while also going off to work in Hollywood (or per
haps at least for Hollywood Records). Forman also quotes South Carolina nov
elist William Price Fox that “Northerners want sense, Southerners want sound,”
in R.E.M.’s case a supposition as ironically suggestive of postmodernism as of
regional differentiation, as if postmodernism can function as a perverse contin
uation of a southern sensibility (13). Stipe’s “elliptical vocal delivery,” often dis
paraged or lauded, then “inspires one to sing along phonetically, having no idea
what is actually being sung” (Forman 13).15 Fans then participate in a com
munal ritual but — perhaps like many people who participate in rituals —
might have little specific sense of what they are celebrating.
But for R.E.M., the old South would finally be all too specific — redneck
— while the postmodern offered a more pliable and indeterminate set of repre
sentations. Buck explains,
I remember reading this review in The Village Voice that said R.E.M., who
are supposed to be a Southern band, might as well be from Chicago. Now
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the Del Fuegos [from Boston], they're a Southern band because they write
about driving around in your car and
... I went, Oh, so that’s
what being from the South is about? Well then Flannery O’Connor isn’t a
Southern writer and neither is William Faulkner, but Richard Price is.
(Quoted in Forman 13)

On the issue of its unpredictable identifications, the band repeatedly walks a
fine line,
goes in perfect circles: as Mills comments elsewhere, “Hey, do I
look serious and mystical? Just because you can’t always understand our songs,
people think we must sit around the studio and burn incense. They don’t real
ize that we’re just four guys who like to cut up, hang out and drink beer” (quot
ed in Milano 22). At least the band members don’t talk about drinking beer
while driving around.
Appropriately, “Losing my Religion” proved — after “The One I Love,” a
song that
easily
mislabeled as postmodern because of its archly ironic
lyrics — to be R.E.M.’s biggest commercial and international breakthrough and
ultimately to
coterminous with the band’s move from independent to major
label: the
and the switch represented R.E.M.’s final break with the South.
Most of the band members no longer live in Georgia, Buck most notably hav
ing allied himself with the grunge and pop music scene in Seattle by forming
producing Minus 5, Tuatara, Mark Eitzel (formerly of San Francisco’s
American Music Club), and others.16 For R.E.M., losing its religion also
translated to losing the South and gaining the postmodern and the West in a
variety of contexts.
De Curtis poins out, “For the record, Stipe [by 1989]
refuses to discuss
life in Athens and is said to maintain a residence out of
state” (111).17 The band’s use of timepieces and landscapes in its lyrics and
videos might suggest another postmodern phenomenon, what David Harvey,
after many others, calls the “spatialization of time” (21). Under postmod
ernism, a simultaneity of geography and centrality of space supplant the pre
eminence of time
history, so a universal space (the West, the landscape of
video) supplants the specific regional history of the South. By the time R.E.M.
loses southern religion, the band is indeed out of time.
In many ways, the move from
independent to major label after the
album Document had to mark the end of the band’s association with the South,
insofar as the South remains the country’s quintessential independent, region;
by contrast the major labels represent a new union — postmodern, transnation
al, and finally western even more than northern.18 De Curtis notes that “the
key factor from the band’s perspective was that IRS and its overseas distributor,
CBS International, had been unable to expand R.E.M.’s audience outside the
US. Says Berry, We got really tired of going to Europe’” without adequate pro
motion (54). De Curtis then notes that with the move to Warners, it would be
hard for the band “to maintain what [manager Jefferson] Holt calls the "small,
homey, hokey, Mayberry R.F.D. kind of feel to the way we live our lives’ while
earning millions of dollars.” In other words, the switch from IRS to Warners
is also the switch from a southern to a postmodern geography —
that exists
largely in the landscape of video alone — and to a sense of the end in the begin
ning. The specific erasure of Mayberry R.F.D. should not
taken too lightly.
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To become more successful, R.E.M. had to reinvent itself as being bigger
than the South. It chose to become American, which also in many ways meant
becoming postmodern. Buck had claimed, in still describing the now wildly
successful band as outsiders, that you got “the feeling that this America isn’t
exactly yours. That it’s not exactly made for me. California is an American
state. Georgia is a Southern state. And that’s a bit of a difference” (quoted in
Forman 16). In other words, California is universal America, while Georgia is
little America, ineluctably regional. The South also retains
air of authentic
ity, whether for good or ill, that in some ways stands against postmodern sim
ulation and irony. According to George Tindall, Americans often hold “a
haunting suspicion that the South harbors some ancient virtues down home.
One of the reasons people have seized on things Southern and chosen a South
ern president, says- poet James Dickey, is "because they feel that the South has
not been homogenized to quite the extent of the rest of the nation’” (164). In
other words, the South retains its regional authenticity in the face of postmod
ern cultural geography. Nehring
that many postmodern theorists mis
represent Guy Debord’s notion of the spectacle to claim that everything once
directly lived has now simply become a representation (65). With that proviso
in mind, though, we can observe that R.E.M. did fashion the South as a site of
lived experience, one gradually coexisting with and replaced
sites of post
modern space and representation that are as removed from “authenticity” as
Andy Kaufman. Rather than succumb to nostalgia for a South it began sus
pect never existed, R.E.M. moved on.
Using the work of Americanist critic Richard Brodhead, one
demon
strate that a “historiography long attached to regional fiction offers one expla
nation for the interest” R.E.M. generates: according to Brodhead,

Regionalism became a dominant genre in America at the moment when
local cultural
felt strong pressure from new social forces, from a
growingly powerful social model that overrode previously autonomous sys
tems and incorporated them into translocal agglomerations. This genre’s
public flowering began with the Northern victory in the Civil War, in other
words with the forcible repression of sectional autonomy in favor of nation
al union and the legal supplanting of the locally variant by national norms
of citizenly rights. (154)
In now ironic terms, where national brands and national bands arise out of the
context of regionalism, R.E.M.’s alliance with the international Warner Broth
ers signals the end of its own reconstruction. These days, R.E.M. first identi
fies with but finally rejects southern sectionalism in favor not of national union
but of indeterminate, postmodern transnationalism; even Coca Cola, another
Georgia export, is no longer identifiable simply as the product of a regional or
even US company. The Athens art band had
global.
In terms relevant to the band’s aesthetics, the postmodern ethos may be
fragmented, but oddly, given its supposed allegiance with the kind of local
identity politics favored by critics such as Judith Butler, it tends to transcend
regional identification in favor of a universality it otherwise denies. Stipe had

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol3/iss1/8







96



94

Editors: Vol. 3, No. 1 (1998): Full issue

Journal x

concluded that he was
to terms with the nostalgia aspect. . . the clear
er it became that I and many people I hang out with are really patriotic for what
is essentially a pop dream/ that doesn’t exist or maybe never did exist. ... In
America, that sense of place is essentially a myth. Especially in the Deep
South” (quoted in Gray 180). By the time of Out of Time, Stipe has dismantled
the myth of southern geography he created; the lines from 1985’s “Kohoutek,”
“Michael built a bridge / Michael tore it down,” are reiterated in Greens
anthem, “World Leader Pretend”: “I raised the wall / And I
the one
knock it down.” Having grown disillusioned with and outgrown the myth of
the South he helped extend, Stipe began constructing an anti-myth of the post
modern. In this new myth, “Oddfellows Local 151” on Document is construed
by Stipe himself as debunking the rural mythologizing of Fables of the Recon
struction: eccentricity no longer holds quite the same appeal (De Curtis 111).
In pragmatic terms, the band’s identification with Athens and Georgia became
confining, representing a yearning for what Stipe now saw as a reified fantasy:
perhaps as a
the new country imagined in songs such as “Begin the
Begin” and “Cuyahoga,” from Lifes Rich Pageant, the album between Fables and
Document, never gets started.
A paradoxical anonymity remains the key bridging the band’s two modes of
self-representation, southern and postmodern. R.E.M. has often promoted a
kind of anonymity, partly through disposition, partly as marketing tool; this
anonymity epitomizes thè way the band embraces but also distances itself from
both the South and the music
While band members, with the excep
tion of Stipe, initially tended to nonchalant about interacting with the media
— even filming parts of the documentary Athens Inside
and the video for
Billy Bragg’s “You Woke up My Neighborhood” in their homes and favorite
hangouts — such encounters eventually proved unwieldy
in a way, both a
continuation and betrayal of the band’s initial credo. The group’s original pub
licist described his marketing stategy as “throwing records off his porch”: later
the band members made videos on their own porches. Before it was signed
a record label, R.E.M. sent out demo
to record companies in New York
without a name a return address, creating a certain amount of interest but no
obvious results. (The move was later duplicated by They Might Be Giants, who
sent out old Carpenters 8-Track tapes as
When the band put out its
first video compilation, it was called “R.E.M. Succumbs.” At each point, the
band tried to renounce and ironize the commerciality it partly
but it
also pursued a path of inexorable growth from Hib-Tone (the homegrown label
for its first single) to Warner Brothers. Such a move in itself does not neces
sarily amount to “selling out” but does raise the question of how best to make
one’s music accessible to a wide audience, to achieve maximum distribution
while maintaining personal anonymity in a
that sells the self to sell the
product. In order to sell the band to new markets, Berry, Buck, Mills, and Stipe
embraced part of what Simon Frith calls “the rock version of the postmodern
condition” (91), which for R.E.M. meant publicizing its anonymity.
On its “Little America” tour in support of Reckoning, some of the band’s bus
destination signs read “Dixie Wind” or “Nobody You Know,” a twin posting
that reflected R.E.M.’s generic southern identification but also a continued
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pretense of anonymity beyond its applicability. The South had represented the
band’s initial business and aesthetic credo, but it partly had be jettisoned in
the move to worldwide acceptance, since it ultimately offered the wrong kind
of anonymity. On such bus headers, for example, the southern and postmod
ern are both initially present in dialectical form, but the southern later falls
away. Some of this transformation simply reflects a necessary response to the
intrusions of fame, and R.E.M. displays a wonderful sense of humor about its
own status and position. Even from relatively early on, band members played
periodic club dates, sometimes with friends, under such assumed
as
“Hornets Attack Victor Mature” or “Bingo Hand Job.” It did so not just to be
able to play smaller venues but to recapture some of the anonymity, in-crowd
stature, of old. Stipe has always either cultivated
suffered a reputation as a
recluse; when Stipe played the first Clinton inaugural ball, Tom Brokaw intro
duced him as follows: “Michael Steep [sic]: he almost never appears in pub
lic”; the irony of such a statement matched that of Sting singing “So Lonely”
to stadium crowds. Stipe became an expert at using a variety of masks or per
sonae so he could be anonymous in public life when he chose. Stipe’s afore
mentioned use of a bullhorn on stage,
his exaggerated use of eyeshadow,
offers a way to disguise the self while the performer — if the distinction can be
supported — both reaches and distances himself from an audience. Such con
tortions are hardly new — male performers had been dodging fans or wearing
eyeshadow long before Mick Jagger, Lou Reed, David Bowie or the New York
Dolls — but few rock musicians have explored the permutations of self-expo
sure and masking in such depth.
Stipe continued to try
manipulate his ghost in the publicity machine,
buying ads for Michael Dukakis in college
that highlighted both
his own
and anonymity: without explanation, the ads simply declared, for
example, “Stipe says don’t get Bushwhacked.” Stipe also, ghostwrote the press
bio for Document's “Welcome to the Occupation” so people would realize the
referred to the US intervention in Central America; such manipulation of
his own anonymity is central to Stipe’s ability to interact with the press (De
Curtis 111). Even on
ground, Stipe often produced friends —
cially when working with his sister Linda and her bands Oh-OK or Hetch
Hetchy — or appeared on records under a variety of assumed names.19
Whether he was identified or not, he was nobody you knew.
The transition from the South to the postmodern is perhaps most evident
in the band’s visual representation. Stipe, who has studied photography and
film, has helped direct or plan many of the band’s videos,
with a coterie
of affiliated filmmakers. Many of R.E.M.’s
videos feature footage of the
South: filmed at a Florida outdoor sculpture exhibit of whirling propellers built
by Rubin Miller, “Left of Reckoning” is a twenty-minute feature that Jim Her
bert shot to accompany the “left” side of the Reckoning LR In the half rustic,
half mechanized ambiance of these fields “overgrown” with whirling propellers,
the South already begins to collide with the postmodern; everything exists in
overlap. For Fables, videos for the songs “Can’t Get There From Here,” which
references the nearby small town of Philomath, Georgia, and “Driver 8” — a
about southern railroads, and the Southern Crescent line in particular —
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primarily feature scenes of the rural South. After this period, R.E.M. moves to
more experimental formats
temporarily, Soviet style realism in the blackand-white videos for “Fall on Me” — a song about acid rain or Star Wars tech
nology, depending on whom Stipe was talking to — and “Finest Worksong.”
(Playing with MTV clichés, the latter video also features topless men as work
ers rather than dancers, a conceit R.E.M. returns to in even more ironic fash
ion in the “Pop Song ’89” video, in which a
Michael and a number of
his forms
univocal
followed
Fall
ornon-erotically — with black bands
ss women friends
rather
song
placed 
old’s inde
over their chests for the MTV version.) Toward the tail end of R.E.M.
pendent career Paegant’s “Fall on Me,” a different kind of rain song,
a
bookend to Reckonings “South Central Rain”: both videos at least partly
occlude the band, but the latter features nothing but upside-down footage of
industrial site and some superimposed lyrics. The downpour of “South Central
Rain” gives way to postmodern weather patterns: the lyrics of “
on Me”
invoke rain in the context not of southern floods but of global apocalypse.
Stipe begins with Galileo’s experiments, but, true to an almost stereotypical
postmodern ethos, the lyric denies any narrative of progress in the move to the
contemporary: “There’s a problem, feathers, iron, bargain buildings, weights
and pulleys, feathers hit the ground before the weight can leave the air. Buy the
sky, sell the sky, tell the sky, then ask the sky, Don’t fall on me. . . . There’s a
progress we have found, a way to talk around the problem.” Stipe generates a
familiar kind of postmodern irony, like Pynchon repeatedly placing effect
before cause or inverting sequence hierarchy: feathers become heavier than
weights, the sky is bought and sold (perhaps in reference to Chief Seattle, who
remarked that no one can own the land or the sky) and finally switches places
with the earth. R.E.M.’s obsession with a landscape of postmodern machinery,
evident in this video, has continued, though the band, or at least Stipe, has
grown more enamored of color videos and ambiguous representations of gen
der and identity rather than space. Without trying to reduce the band’s multi
faceted representation to a
turn toward the postmodern, one can note
that Stipe’s recent self-representations as “not heterosexual, not bisexual, just
sexual” also move the band further into nonspecific identifications: the South,
by contrast, became too fixed, provincial, and constricting an identification in
all areas, including sexuality.20
In some ways, R.E.M. has been charting not just the loss of an
South
that never was but its own periodic disappearance. The band itself sometimes
proved reluctant to be seen and hence identified: it mostly played behind
screens in the video for “South Central Rain,” and the “Fall on Me” video two
years later left the band members out entirely. On the unreleased
“Public
Service Announcement,” an outtake from Lifes Rich Pageant, Stipe sings, “A
public service announcement
me home the other day. . . . [I]t’s been a
bad day, please don’t take my picture.” Typifying his relationship with the
media, Stipe filmed numerous public service announcements with
produc
tion company, C-100, even while simultaneously trying to keep reporters at bay.
Southern and postmodern anonymity could for a time prove surprisingly com
mensurate, as well as publicly powerful. On Green, “I Could Turn You Inside
Out” reflects (as Stipe insisted) not on teenage boys’ obsession with sex but on

Published by eGrove, 1998



99



Journal X, Vol. 3 [1998], No. 1, Art. 8

Richard Hardack

97

the singer’s ability both to affect a mass audience and to
gender identification; the band’s more recent video for “Crush With Eyeliner” on Monster
(1994)
the sequence by having a
of Japanese karaoke singers
mime the
of “I’m the real thing,” while R.E.M., once again, does not
even appear in the video.21
R.E.M. always worried about becoming a self-parody or imitation, so it
acknowledged the issue head-on; a stable identity in postmodernism,
ly for a rock band, is often predicated on a form of self-flattery or nostalgia. As
Stipe commented after one of his own songs, “it’s a perfect circle”; that is, an
older R.E.M. returning to its early sound could not help becoming a karaoke
version of itself, what Pete Townshend lamented when noting that The Who
had
a Who revue or cabaret tribute band
its own
R.E.M. became the source of its own history —
a duplication of
itself. Perhaps in response,
once refused to lip-synch to the video
of “South Central Rain,” he sometimes later chooses not to represent himself in
the band’s videos at all.
The achievement of postmodern commercial success on an international
scale seems ultimately to
a renunciation of local origin
regional cul
ture. While the members of U2, for example, still discuss Ireland in interviews
identify themselves as Irish, the band has not actually written any songs
explicitly about Ireland in a decade; its singer, Bono, now references Berlin, Las
Vegas
Miami instead as decentered sites of postmodern cultural hybridity
and irony. In its marketing image, U2 is emphatically no longer an Irish but a
postmodern and international band. A false, simulated or generic space takes
over the site of a regional, once “authentic” cultural geography. R.E.M. has
similarly tried to alter its geographic allegiance in its songs
self-image. To
cite one example, the moody video for “E-Bow the Letter,” a track from
R.E.M.’s 1996 New Adventures in Hi-Fi, is filmed in what feels like U2’s post
modern northern Europe.
U2’s recent Zoo TV
Pop Mart tours, in fact, are in some ways predi
cated on R.E.M.’s prior use of canned, ironic superscripts in its first stadium
tours. Video screens at R.E.M.’s first post-IRS
greeted visitors with
the slogan, “Hi — it’s wonderful to be in
[your town here].” Such a
sequence reflects the band’s fascination with
and with the automatic
sequences and machineries of postmodern life as devices
symbols of com
munication. The typical concert from this tour mocked the mechanics of the
format it used, creating a thematics of irony that would resurface repeatedly for
the band, culminating five years later on Monster.
spent much of this tour
singing through a megaphone, spouting ironized rock clichés against a back
ground of
with sequences like “how are you enjoying the show”; “your
response.”22 From the band’s earliest tour, Stipe would joke clubs
halls
about making stadium gestures — for example, flicking lighters — until the
joke became too double-edged when the band started play those very stadi
ums.
Machinery often serves as a vehicle for
object of R.E.M.’s graphic
commentaries. On the sleeve of Lifes Rich Pageant, its penultimate CD of
material for IRS, Athens, Georgia, is described as “Home of the cricket
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Figure 6.

machine — a fascinating exhibit where visitors initiate predator-prey interac
tion exactly as it happens in the wild” (see figure 6). This juncture marks one
of numerous transitions from southern culture on the skids — as one of
R.E.M.’s peer bands named itself— to postmodern mechanics, where organic
metaphors are finally taken over by those of the machine. The machine in
R.E.M.’s garden — an image that the critic Leo Marx has seen as definitive of
one American conception of endangered innocence — is this imitation of life,
a postmodern simulacrum of exactly what happens in a wild that no longer
exists/never existed. One could argue, in fact, that even the nostalgic element
of R.E.M.’s depictions of nineteenth-century machinery— odd assortments of
wheels, whirligigs,
the like — is tethered to a postmodern sensibility that
leads to the cricket machine: such machines, almost like proto-versions of the
latest product “x,” often have no
purpose, unless it is to represent aes
thetic conceits rather than actual devices.
Of the cricket machine,
explains, “It’s something Michael saw. You
either feed crickets to frogs or you feed something to crickets, you can see how
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nature works. . . . [H]e went to see it and just liked it and put it in there.
Michael’s kinda whimsical” (quoted in Forman 14). The whimsy that refash
ioned the function of the cricket machine can also be contradictory in an “I am
large and contain multitudes” kind of way: the call and response on “These
Days” runs, ‘“
have many things in common / name three’ / ‘three, three,
three.’” Stipe’s eclectic humor often juxta- and superimposes what is and what’s
not supposed to be in the same place, as is evident on Stipe’s photo collages on
the covers of Lifes Rich Pageant and Document. Though R.E.M. called its sixth
(new) album Green, perhaps to reflect the band’s green politics, the CD featured
an orange cover and the single “Orange Crush,” a song about the use of Agent
Orange: even here, an earnest political stance is tempered with irony, pastiche,
and overlay. By this point, the mystical South had yielded the equally
tical, indecipherable white noise of postmodernity. Especially in the band’s
videos, a hybridity of identity and broader sense of the world comes to supplant
R.E.M.’s identification with the South; on the video for “Losing My Religion,”
from the 1991 album Out of Time, the band and director Tarsem blended reli
gious images, incommensurate cultural icons and periods of history,
“hybrid” races
genders to produce a distinctly postmodern, non-southern
cultural landscape.
Several particular transformations accompanied this move from regionally
identified southern band to globally identified, transnational postmodern cor
poration: R.E.M.’s contemporary sense of itself is perhaps best reflected in its
1994 album title, Monster. Tellingly, Berry many years
had noted that
the kids at a teenage recreation center the band was visiting “think of Warner
Bros, as literally like a monster, just something that consumes and spits out”
(quoted in De Curtis 54). That monster, however, ironically went on to swal
low the teller of this postmodern tale.23 R.E.M. has embraced a visual and
“media” postmodernity to the extent that the band performed a song from
Monster, “What’s the Frequency Kenneth,” with CBS news anchorman Dan
Rather on David Letterman’s Late Show. the song references an incident in
which Rather was mysteriously assaulted by a man asking him the impenetra
ble question that became the song’s title.24 Such a move again sees the band
impersonating itself, partly falling victim
its own satire,
partly partici
pating
the scene it seems
be interrogating: turned inside out
upside
down, the former outsiders are now making news with Dan Rather; the anony
mous observers have become postmodern participants.25 As Michael Seidel
remarks in his book Satiric Inheritance — which he was going to call “Mutants
Will Be Born,” after a
in Gravity's Rainbow — “it is one of the more plagu
ing paradoxes about the satiric mode that the satirist, having taken monstrosi
as his subject, makes something of a monster of himself ” (3). In other words,
the satirist becomes complicit with what he satirizes; as Nietzsche put
he
who chases monsters becomes a monster himself. The “monsters” R.E.M. has
always depicted — political and personal wolves
hyenas, the oddfellows of
the South — have been reconfigured as the monsters of postmodern hybridity,
and as the form of media the band simultaneously represents, impersonates,
subverts. But of course the hardly feral image on the cover of Monster once
again suggests the work is not sync with the title but is a beast of a different
color altogether.
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R.E.M. is still dealing in the indecipherable but no longer with the Amer
ican South. The band’s only relatively recent songs invoking the South in any
context are “Texarkana” on Out of Time — a song that despite its hybrid south
western name does not appear to be about the South — and, most tellingly,
“New Orleans Instrumental Number 1” on Automatic for the People, which has
no lyrics at all
does not sound especially southern. Since the band had
recorded no prior instrumentals referencing the South, that newly “empty” lyri
cal space might be a way of declaiming that the South would rise no more in
R.E.M.’s imagination. What becomes partly automatic is the renunciation of
the past identity: the mechanical wheel, piston, or symbol now displaces the
South. The band’s organic association of stories, trees, and landscape for a time
coexisted with, but is finally replaced by, the automatic or mechanical aura of
the postmodern, as represented on the cover of Automatic by a kind of metallic
spike (see figure 26
Perhaps not coincidentally, Stipe seems to have dried up trying to write
lyrics to “Texarkana,” invoking the town in the few lines he sang for the origi
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nal demo, where he lamented, “I can only see what’s front of me / You’re not
here.” Perhaps R.E.M. finally had to take its own “Good Advices” from a song
recorded many albums before — “I’d like it here if I could leave / And see you
from a long way away” — to stop living in the South in order
see it again.
In this sense, R.E.M.’s career from Fables onward can be seen as an extended
farewell to its southern home; you can’ get there anymore from where R.E.M.
is calling. If, finally, that mythical South never existed, America seems in the
current decade to be embracing many of the aspects of the political South that
R.E.M. had always tried to circumvent: as Peter Applebome notes, when “a
democratic president like Bill Clinton is coming out for school prayer, going
with sweeping Republican legislation . . . when race is a fractious nation
al obsession . . . when the nation’s population is steadily
South . . . when
evangelical Christians have transformed the nation’s politics,” we could con
clude that the once-regional South has come represent the mainstream (16).
It would thus be time for R.E.M.
move further afield.
Instead of remaining in the agrarian South, R.E.M. have followed in U2’s
footsteps to head West: from Greens “I Remember California” to the video for
Automatics “Man on the Moon”
the cover of New Adventures in Hi-Fi, the
band’s focus after Document shifts
the West
specifically to the desert;
overall, R.E.M. moves away from what filmmaker Herbert describes as its use
of “continuous field” — in overdetermined literal and conceptual terms
toward continuous desert. If a theme can be discerned on New Adventures, it
might be the explosion of the atomic
as evoked
titles such as “How
the West
Won and Where It Got Us,” “The Wake-Up Bomb,” “Low
Desert” and “New Test Leper” — though the last song seems to be about a talk
show. On “How the West Was Won,”
sings, “Canary got trapped, the ura
nium mine / A stroke of bad luck, now the bird has died / A marker
mark
my tears run dry / I cross it, bless it, alkali.” Buck adds that “
[“Low Desert”] was originally written before it had lyrics, it was called ‘Swamp,’
and toward the end of the tour, Michael said, ‘It wasn’t a swamp song, I wrote
the words
said it was a desert song.’ So it was definitely, somehow or other,
going to be a landscape song” (quoted in Teague). A quintessential southern
image, the swamp, is switched
a western and postmodern one, the postatomic desert: R.E.M. has deliberately drained the southern backwaters from
its music.27 A dozen years after telling Jefferson Holt it was lost
“Little
America,” R.E.M. now finds itself in the West.28 As the lyrics and video for
“Man in the Moon,” R.E.M.’s current predicament seems associated primarily
with postmodern simulacra — “artificial” environments
sustained,
Elvis, Andy Kaufman, faked moon landings, and equally faked personae.
Extending its movement even farther west of the fields, R.E.M. rehearsed its
latest CD, Up, in Hawaii.
The move from local indeterminacy — where no one could understand
Stipe’s lyrics about the South — to a postmodern, anonymous incomprehensi
bility is perhaps best exemplified by the move from Murmur to Monster, from
indecipherable lyricism to unreadable postmodernism. In the popular media,
the postmodern and the South are sometimes depicted as interchangeably
impenetrable and mysterious: The Village Voice once claimed of R.E.M. that

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jx/vol3/iss1/8

and in Stipe

in 

104

[w]hen

Editors: Vol. 3, No. 1 (1998): Full issue

Journal x

Reprinted with permission

102

Figure 8.

“the band don’t aim for much more than enigma” (Fletcher 74). Controversy
concerning interpretation has attended R.E.M. as it has few musicians since
Dylan and the late-period Beatles. An affinity as well as polarity between
R.E.M.’s southern aesthetic
its use of postmodernism does exist: the
kudzu on Murmur (see figure 8) and Stipe’s murmuring vocals and obscure
lyrics are equally affective
obscure, romantic and “ahistorical, but are also
set against the specific tropes of rock music. The mystical murmur we can’
understand can turn into the monstrous noise we can’t control; if it can be
reduced to a literal explanation, can it be good rock and roll?
in his obliquity,
could be both more obscure and more overtly
political than most of his contemporaries. Brett Milano proposes, “If you can’t
always understand Stipe’s lyrics, you’re not alone. At time neither can his band
mates” (24). Buck, however, contends that “you don’t have to know explicitly
what something is about to understand the song” (Forman 16). Ambiguity
might be an incidental appeal of many bands, but with R.E.M. it became pri
mary. In a recent New Yorker article on the band Pavement — who recently
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recorded with Mitch Easter — Alex Ross includes a standard reference
R.E.M., noting that “Michael Stipe, of R.E.M., whose lyrics have caused trou
ble
fans who listen too closely, sticks words into structures that are already
worked out by Peter Buck and the rest of the band; often
simply strings
together sonorous phrases that he’s collected here and there” (85). Stipe has
always worked with such pastiche, but method and meaning exist in his use of
obscure references.
One
argue that, even in its southern period, R.E.M. has always used
“postmodern” irony and disguise: Stipe recalls that he once deadpanned to an
interviewer that the Ink-Spots — whom he had no strong feelings about was
his favorite band, and the interviewer wrote a review delineating the Ink-Spots’
influence on Stipe and hailing R.E.M. as the Ink-Spots of the 90s (see Platt).
R.E.M. has often delivered its lyrics in this same deadpan fashion: Stipe end
lessly toyed with this formula by announcing, “this is my favorite song” repeat
at the same concert, or that this next “
was written especially for you,”
and so on. He would even taunt crowds by asking idiotic questions such as
“Have you heard this song before?” before the song had begun, then asking,
“How do you know?” Stipe faces the problem of emoting honestly when he has
so often dabbled in irony and inversion — how does he go from “The One I
Love” to “Everybody Hurts”? Interviewers keep asking Stipe when he really
what he says, and Stipe often replies by asking when anybody entirely
what he says. In other words, true to stock postmodern praxis, language
for Stipe always contains a surplus, more than what the speaker intends or can
contain. Stipe claims that he can’t make his lyrics decipherable, that he simply
sings in such a way that the words are sometimes slurred, and he adds that to
try to enunciate more deliberately would be akin to trying self-consciously
write a hit single — that is, to selling out (see Platt). This assertion may be
accurate,
it may in part be more postmodern dissembling, a necessary form
of camouflage, disguise, or, in more literary critical terms, nomadism. That is,
to
can
a form of self-protection in a medium inimical to self
expression. Stipe certainly has benefited from his ability to misremember or
even rewrite his own songs — for example, in accordance with other people’s
appealing misinterpretations of his lyrics — to the point that certain songs are
known to collectors as having distinct versions and periods (for example, the
“cattle-call” period of “Radio Free Europe”). Stipe’s ability alter or modify
other writings even by mistake is a mainstay of his style, evident for example in
his adding two Chinese brothers to the five of the children’s story to come up
with Reckonings “Seven Chinese Brothers.”
I want to close by noting that R.E.M.’s use of postmodern conceits has in
few ways diminished its commitment to political activism. Perhaps R.E.M.’s
most optimistic album, Lifes Rich Pageant, starts off with “Begin the Begin,”
whose punning title establishes the theme of rewriting North American histo
ries, a theme continued in “Cuyahoga,” which evokes both the genocide of
Native Americans and the Ohio river that caught fire. The overdetermined signifier of the song’s title, as if appearing straight out of Don DeLillo’s White
Noise, traces an arc from a “premodern” Native American land and language to
a postmodern culture that photographs and takes souvenirs of the past it
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destroyed, then fabricates a nostalgia
a “primitive” ontology it never pos
sessed.29 But the song starts with a call to rewrite the mythologies of the land
and nation: “Let’s put our heads together, start a new country up, your father’s
father’s fathers tried, to erase the parts they didn’t like, let’s try to fill them in.
. . . This is where they
this is where they swam, take a picture here, take
a souvenir.” The
represents a kind of 1980s
of Jefferson Airplane’s
“Volunteers,” the call to rewrite a history that had been erased.30 R.E.M. has
often been a political band, from the anti-militarism of the pre-IRS track
“Body Count,” to the “Talk About the
” video, to the repeated attacks
on Reagan’s policies in Central America.31
Document, R.E.M.’s fifth album, was its most political work in many ways:
“Finest Worksong,” “Welcome to the Occupation,” “Exhuming McCarthy,”
and even “It’s the End of the World As We Know It (And I Feel Fine)” evoked
connections between American imperialism and paranoia at the heart of the
nation’s identity. But apocalypse was by now identified not as southern but as
a postmodern litany of effects. (On Automatic) “Ignoreland” even more direct
ly and heatedly castigates the policies of the Reagan/Bush era.) Always sup
portive of political organizations such as Greenpeace, and locally involved in
Athens politics, especially in preserving historical sites, R.E.M. never separat
ed its art from its politics; Stipe has been active in anti-gun
People
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, and most recently the Freedom for Tibet
concerts, among many other activities. At a Grammy Awards telecast, he
stripped off a series of T-shirts to reveal a new message every time the band
won an award. His public adoption of what his friends in the New York band
Hugo Largo term “second skin” is a fitting image with which to take leave of
Stipe — under a series of layers that suggests there’s still more underneath.
Perhaps with a more modernist sense of the end in the beginning, R.E.M. rein
vents itself from itself: Stipe says that “signing to a new label was a new start
for us” (quoted in De Curtis 111), reflected in the way the band claimed self
consciously to refer to Murmurs lyrics and themes on Green, De Curtis aptly
recapitulates R.E.M.’s new self-fashioning to old by suggesting, at the end of
his piece, that “the pilgrimage is under way again” (111).

Notes
1. Nehring comments that “the endorsement of Michael Stipe
the dust
cover indicates that musicians have been suckered in” as much as academics by
what he considers
overly theoretical bent toward “dematerializing” reality
(60).
2.
Perhaps appropriately, kudzu is itself a hybrid imported from Japan.
3. Images of trains reflect a nostalgia for the past as well as what was once
“the future” of the South: as writers from Faulkner to Louis Rubin suggest,
“what the [train] meant for the agricultural life of the low country had been
mobility, change, the coming of the city” (Rubin 356).
4. For example, the 1985 program for the “Reconstruction” tour (“R.E.M.
Ponders Perpetual Motion”) charts the band’s travels by noting July 18, 1980,
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as its “first trip out of Georgia” and continues to use Georgia at the central referent for the subsequent “first trip up North,” then West.
5. On the outtake of R.E.M.’s unreleased version of “Tighten Up,” Stipe
breaks up the instrumental sections by calling out “gentlemen, testify,” a phrase
to which he would return on other occasions. Stipe’s penchant for finding lyrics
in obscure sources, such as old album covers,
have
specific precedent
in Chilton’s “Mod-Lang,” from Radio City, whose lyrics, including the line, “I
want to testify,” are allegedly a pastiche of lines taken from preachers and blues

6. Ironically, Buck himself became the subject of a cultish following and
even of a tongue-in-cheek comic book. Buck has had his own stable of musi
cal protégés — one music business joke was that since virtually all the bands
Buck produced didn’t sell, they had been “Buck-fucked.”
7. Incidentally, as Jim Greer notes, “the band has been accused at every
instance of its career of selling out, from the moment it signed with IRS to its
appearance at 1991’s Grammy Awards” (50).
8. Prior to R.E.M., the South could partly be represented in rock music by
the call-and-response pseudo-feud between Neil Young, who attacked the
South in “Southern Man” and “Alabama,” and Lynyrd Skynyrd, with its south
ern anthem, “Sweet Home Alabama.”
9. Such a technique, which can found in Cervantes and Sterne, is hard
ly unique to postmodernism, but it has often been designated as such in the
twentieth-century art world, with whose discourse I suspect Stipe was more
familiar than with literary theory per se.
critics might not label R.E.M.
postmodern in conventional terms; Johannes Birringer remarks that “many
bands have developed their own forms of postmodern cultural manipulation’ by
treating ethnic identity and musical genres as plastic and open-ended, creating
a bricolage of eclectic styles and cultural fusions” (12). While R.E.M. has
notably moved away from the “jangle” sound and production with which it
became all too identifiable and experimented with folk and a variety of rock
styles, it has never pursued musical pastiche
these postmodern lines.
Against such definitions of postmodern hybridity, R.E.M. appears less stylisti
cally innovative than some bands. While R.E.M. does experiment and evolve
in self-presentation, it doesn’t manipulate ethnic identity or even musical gen
res the extent that some bands do.
10. The “they mean it” oddly echoes the Sex Pistols’ “we mean it man!” on
“God Save the Queen.” Does R.E.M. mean that this
goes out to the one
it loves, or is Jesus just a prop to occupy its time?
11. The specifically southern/postmodern hybridity of sites such as
Macille’s wildly eclectic “museum”/plantation in rural Alabama, which features
a truly random series of exhibits of stuffed animals, glass bottle collections,
plantation artifacts, space flight memorabilia, and so on, would also be worth
exploring.
12. The author of the liner notes to a recent bootleg of several live R.E.M.
shows from 1983, called “R.E.M. — File Under Kudzu,” writes, “If Michael’s
lly singing
m lyrics [on an untitled new song], I can’t make out much except
a repeated I' alone’ and the phrase 'speaking in tongues’ which is pretty much
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what Michael is doing here.” Stipe is actually singing the line “speaking in
tongues is worth a broken lip,” which he would later adapt for “Pilgrimage.”
13. On the occasions I spoke with him between 1984 and 1987, Stipe
seemed a bit shy, yet not averse to toying mildly with people who approached
him; perhaps for a public persona most conversation has be included under
the aegis of performance.
14. Though sometimes careless with a specific allusion, Stipe often proves
himself strikingly literate; during the latter part of the Reconstruction tour, Stipe
delivered a rant lifted straight from Moby Dick: speaking of “Green Grow the
Rushes” and “Hyena,” Stipe intoned, “This one, and that last one as well, some
how involve the food chain. There’s big fish and medium fish and little fish.
Big fish is the United States; Medium Fish is Mexico; Little Fish is Guatemala.
One eat [sic] the other one up” (quoted in Gray 208).
15. In fact, some of Stipe’s lyrics rearrange regional idioms — from “Katie
bar the door” on “Sitting Still” to “losing
religion” — that would be famil
iar to southerners but probably obscure other listeners.
16. Seattle, of course, has become identified in the mass media with
grunge, despite having nurtured an equally large but less commercially success
pop scene. It would be interesting to trace how and why certain
cities
in the 1980s became identified with one or
bands — the way Swindon,
England came to be associated with XTC,
example — while other cities
became spawning grounds for entire scenes — the way Dunnedin, New
Zealand, gave rise to the Chills, Verlaines,
Feelings, and other bands.
The identification of regional music scenes of course has a long history in
America, particularly in the South, where cities such as Nashville, New
Orleans, and Memphis drew on decades of black and white music traditions.
But Athens became a homegrown, partly underground site, part of an
of
“college rock” that was eventually co-opted; its status was
determined by
its southern connotations, however. The Replacements, for example, were
often identified, along with Hüsker Dü and Soul Asylum, as forming a Min
neapolis scene, but — especially
the diversity of music produced by other
musicians from The Artist Whose Name You Could Formerly Pronounce to
the Jayhawks — the tag ultimately meant much less for these bands’ self-pre
sentation (an exception would be Hüsker Dü’s obligatory cover of “Love is All
Around” from the Minneapolis-based “Mary Tyler Moore Show”). These days,
Best Buy advertises with the slogan that “some cities are known for great
music,” but it cites only large urban music markets such as Seattle and Boston.
17. R.E.M.’s shift from the South to postmodernism is also emblematized
by changes in Stipe’s hair, which began as long, straggly and mysterious, then
moved to tonsured and back to pony-tailed, and finally to bald/clean-shaven.
The band is conscious that such superficial details will be widely interpreted
and commented upon.
18. As Nehring observes, here quoting from Stephen Lee, “From a more
realistic point of
on authenticity, for example, the appropriation of ‘much
of the language and “style” of independent
’ by corporate recording com
panies and their subsidiaries ‘takes place in a much more complex arena than
just indies and majors’” (63). Perhaps in considering the relationship between
corporate commerciality and “independent” music, “what really confuses the
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definition of postmodernism is the diametric opposition of productivism [the
notion that the commercial process producing music determines the possibili
ties of its artistic content and the ways people respond to it] by cultural pop
ulism. . . . [S]ome academics and critics ... go to an equally insupportable
extreme in arguing that virtually all consumer behavior is somehow subversive”
(25).
19. Stipe used his cachet to promote bands on the Texas Hotel label, with
which he was
or
he had produced — for example, Downey
Mildew, Hugo Largo, Vic Chesnut, and Daisy, the latter two also from Athens
— yet had to be careful not to draw attention away from these
himself.
20. Georgia is, after all, the state in which State Attorney General Bowers
prosecuted Michael Hardwick on sodomy charges in 1986.
21. This scene is anticipated much earlier in the band’s career: when the
band members were rehearsing for a tour at a warehouse in 1989, another band
overheard them and asked the crew who the lame cover band was who kept
playing
R.E.M.
after another (De Curtis 50).
The line, “I’m the real thing,” is probably a response to U2’s claim on
Achtung Baby to be even better than the real thing: Automatic seems a kind of
quid pro quo response to the title and postmodern thematics of Achtung, and
Monsters “Crush With Eyeliner” is the logical next step after U2’s self-promo
tion as its own simulacrum. U2 was in effect embracing and manipulating what
Pete Townshend thought was creative dissolution.
22. Members of the seventies band Supertramp had also used bullhorns on
stage, particularly during their hit, “Bloody Well Right.” From a contemporary
tive, however, that move seems less postmodern than simply part of

standard rock theatrics.
23. Where old R.E.M. bootlegs typically had titles such as “Down South”
or “Flying South with R.E.M. and the Byrds,” recent bootlegs have titles such
as “The Monster Tour.”
24. The Rather incident was earlier scored by Scott Miller as the prologue
to Game Theory’s extraordinary but woefully underappreciated Lolita Nation
CD, perhaps not coincidentally produced by Mitch Easter, R.E.M.’s first pro
ducer.
25. Ironically, the appearance might have
less problematic for the
allegedly anonymous band than for Rather, who was criticized for compromis
ing the integrity of a serious news anchorman.
26. My analysis doesn’t necessarily represent a criticism of the band’s refor
mation; though aspects of that process are troubling, the band in some ways is
simply trying not to repeat itself.
27. The explosion of the atomic bomb is often seem as an emblem of the
beginning of the postmodern age.
28. Perhaps all too emblematically, R.E.M. even parted ways with Jeffer
son — whose overdetermined name was used by the band in a variety of con
texts — as a result of a case of alleged sexual harassment.
29. The invocation of Miles Standish in “Begin the Begin” remains a bit
more puzzling: “I looked for it and I found it / Miles Standish proud / Con
gratulate me.”
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30. In fact, R.E.M.
have borrowed other conceits from Jefferson Air
plane, some of whose members recorded Jack Traylor’s “Flowers at Night,” a
about historical and contemporary revolution, on Baron von Tollbooth and
the Chrome Nun. “Flowers of Night” was arguably grafted onto R.E.M. record
ings as “Gardening at Night” {Chronic Town) and “Flowers of Guatemala”
(Pageant). On the latter song, Stipe again starts with the image of the Ameri
can tourist taking photos or souvenirs of the “contented” happy people of
Guatemala by day, but he goes on to observe that “flowers often bloom at
night.”
Aside from its fortunate linguistic association with the southern President
and with R.E.M.'s manager, Jefferson Airplane is also similar to R.E.M. in
having emerged from a semi-communal environment; as Mary Harron notes,
“
of the strength of San Franciscos grassroots rock culture was to
increase the musician’s confidence and sense of independence” (184). Like Jef
ferson Airplane, R.E.M. emerged as part of a growing musical scene at first
outside the major commercial music centers, then courted by the mainstream.
The Athens scene of the 1980s in several specific ways resembles the San Fran
cisco of the late 1960s.
31. Peter Buck, however, was notably annoyed
what he considered the
self-righteous and misguided brand of “Marxist” criticism of American foreign
policy practiced by the Clash; again, R.E.M. might have
the right
critique the South and what was south of “America” — for those who lived
there.
For Nehring, citing Lawrence Grossberg, “the failure of popular politically
conscious groups like U2, R.E.M. and Midnight Oil results from a radical dis
association of the music’s political content and the band’s political position
from its emotionally and affectively powerful appeals’” (69). On these grounds,
I would note that
R.E.M. evokes for me pastoral and gothic images of the
South, while later R.E.M. seems more self-consciously to play deliberate and
cerebral games with images of postmodern media. The
“Drive,” for exam
ple, on Automatic feels
an autonomic and menacing rewrite of the 1970s
David Essex
“Rock On,” beginning with its muted melody and “hey kids,
rock and roll” lyrics. Though other
are clearly involved
it is inter
esting to note that of the three groups cited above by Nehring, Midnight Oil
— which retained its local political concerns and, despite the similarity of Peter
Garret’s hairstyle to Michael Stipe’s, never “transcended” its local/national
identification with Australia to become a postmodern, “universal” band — also
achieved the least commercial success and in relative terms faded most quickly
from the world stage. As Vincent Leitch comments, after Fredric Jameson, in
the logic of late capitalism, the “whole global, yet American, postmodern cul
ture is the internal and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of
American military and economic domination throughout the world” (125).
Where Midnight Oil seemed to try to stand outside the corporate world, how
ever, U2 and R.E.M. participated in while also mocking the “superstructural
expression” cited by Leitch, protesting the global expansion of the American
economy and culture even in using multinational record companies to convey
their message.
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On first sight, the coming together of literature and
science might seem a barren ground for cultivating
the pleasures of reading. The appearance of science
es by
in
the last ten or fifteen years, incursionsto into
studies
literary
from domains such as History of Sci
ence, Philosophy of Science, or the Society for the
Sociological Study of Science (SSSS), and the advent
of hypertechnicality in hypertext studies has alienat
ed many traditional “theorists” as well as new belletrists, both groups charging that the science studies
movement encourages and perpetuates the “scien
tism” that doomed the most technical incarnations of
theory
the 1990s, semiotics and deconstruction
preeminently.
In terms of my own personal narrative, however,
it’s been litsci, in the form of my connection
the
Society for Literature and Science, or SLS (founded
in 1985 as a splinter organization from the History of
Science Society), that has absorbed many of the ener
gies I'd once directed into my life in High Theory.
Coming of academic age in the mid-1980s — and a
scientist manqué from childhood — I was part of a
generation still caught up in deconstructions direct
impact, as manifested particularly in the writings and
influence of Paul de Man. My first book, published
in 1994, was an unabashed de Manian paean to liter
ary personification, one replete with narratological
calculi and Greimasian diagrams.
But what comes after the wane — or transforma
tion — of semiotics and deconstruction? My interest
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in what I've elsewhere called de Mans tropological descriptivism” suited well
emergent drive toward
in the rhetoric of science —
of the bur
geoning subfields in science studies and in litsci. If prosopopeia was “the mas
ter trope of poetic discourse” for de Man (48), I continued in my eagerness to
try out deconstructive rhetorical poetics on the writings of Newton, Kepler,
Roger Penrose, and many others; my signal entry into this area was
article I
published a couple of years ago arguing that Newtonian calculus bespoke the
emergent seventeenth-century semiotics of temporality that Benjamin and de
Man saw as constitutive of “allegory” (Paxson, “Allegory” 49-51). In this man
ner, I vindicated
inner self as scientist wannabe, suturing the work of
rhetorical theorists of early modern science
as Fernand Hallyns Poetic
Structure ofthe World; see 253-80) with the trope-driven tactics of the de Manians. And the invention represented in this stage of my
in this particular
article, was, to
sure, a source of new delight for a theorist of growing jaded
ness. But that’s one story — my story.
The rhetoric of science is only
aspect of the growing fields of science
studies and litsci, and, at that, it’s still one of the more minor aspects. The
sociohistorical work in science studies made notorious by critics including
Donna Haraway and Andrew Ross dominates our sense of this relatively new
interdisciplinary enterprise. Haraway’s latest book, which bears a title that
seems to be an e-mail or webpage address, is unparalleled as a theoretical doc
ument on the absolutely transformed human body in a postmodern, post
industrial age. Ranging over speculative painting and popular art, the writings
of genetic engineers, and pharmacological innovation, Haraway’s Modest-Wit
ness conducts a giant ideological and feminist critique of “technoscience,” the
epistemic language of our entire culture (see 1-16).
Regarding both avenues in science
— rhetoric of science and socio
historical or gender or ideological critique — one can indeed sense a new sort
of pleasure energizing scholarly
Perhaps it’s the interdisciplinarity itself
that feels liberating and thus immensely pleasurable; or perhaps, concerning
science studies’ ideological critique, it’s the sense of empowerment gathered
from the David-and-Goliath relationship between institutionally marginalized
literary
people and institutionally centralized science workers. (Andrew
Ross serves, no doubt, as the leading cultural Jeremiah against technoscience’s
hubris
see Ross 1-15.) Writing and reading science
or litsci has
produced a headiness not quite felt since the onset of the theory revolution in
the American academy in the 70s and early 80s.
But let
not
that all the domains or aspects of science
are
interactive, parallel, or homogeneous — or heady. Ross’s project strikes
as
dour; Haraway’s as jouissant, in-your-face, though the more “scientifically”
informed and rigorous of the two. “Literature and Science,” the aspect I’m
most involved in, is probably the most amorphous or heterogenous area within
the larger domain of science studies. Its label bespeaks its amorphousness, but
also the energy and frequent unpredictability — like the complexity thematics
culled by many an SLS scholar from Pynchonesque literature — that members
of SLS have found refreshing and sustaining. Its annual conference — which
I just organized and ran at the University of Florida (5-8 November 1998; see
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http://web.sls.ufl.edu) — proffers papers on the rhetoric of science, themes in
science fiction, political activism concerning scientific work, the imagery and
semiotics of medicine and the body, the fruits of contemporary philosophy and
aesthetics in science writings (with special emphasis on epistemocritics such as
Gilles Deleuze), and the impact of computers, hypertext, and the internet
scientific, literary, and artistic
Plenary talks have covered detective fic
tion, the performativity of gynecology, quantum brain dynamics, and reptilian
thinking. (This year’s plenary platform featured Sander Gilman, Terri Kapsalis,
Gordon Globus, and W. J. T. Mitchell — more about the last in a moment.)
And this is a curtailed catalogue. SLS meetings, as
as the contents of the
society’s journal Configurations (published by Johns Hopkins University Press),
provide a much broader tapestry than what’s offered in the positivistically dom
inated discourses of the sociological study of science
even of the history of
science proper. Admittedly, the mix of topics, approaches, and emphases in
SLS in Configurations might put off traditional historians or philosophers of
science, but the energy and amorphism of the group and its journal speak, I
think, to the deepest yearnings we all had about theory at its advent.
work
also maintains far more rigor than much of the literary neobelletrism that has
arrived to fill the presumed vacuum left after the departure of High Theory.
For the remainder of this essay, I’ like to zero in
one of the SLS 1998 ple
nary speakers just mentioned, the one who gave the closing keynote talk on 8
November at the Florida Museum of Natural History (which is, incidentally,
the world’s largest natural history museum on a university campus). Roughly
in the manner of a book reviewer, I’ talk about his newest completed project
in order to foreground, perhaps to emblematize, what I think is most vital and
exuberant in science
today. The book I
of stands as a serious entry
in cultural studies; yet it exudes the pleasure and joy of the world of children,
because it is literally about children and science culture.
The Last Dinosaur Book

In his newest project, The Last Dinosaur Book: The Life and Times of a Cultural
Icon, W. J. T. Mitchell provides a sequel to
impressive Picture Theory, a the
oretical magnum opus of its own that capsulized Mitchell’s ongoing work on
the “iconological” status of verbal and visual texts in Western
Mitchell
has always been interested the cultural interchangeability of
and visu
al artifacts; his basic position is that literary texts as well as works of popular
hieratic art are culturally constructed before they’re reified as documents or
.museum objects. My summary is, admittedly, a bald and not at all sumptuous
description of his great contribution to theory (a contribution more subtly
though pervasively realized through his work as editor of Critical Inquiry), but
it sums
an attitude that, by its nature, must seek to go beyond the works of
artist Robert Morris (Picture Theory 241-79) to cultural images that are far
more fundamental, pervasive, significant, beloved, idolized, and yet "neglected”
in our cultural thinking. The Last Dinosaur Book achieves this in spades. With
the exception of the work of Stephen Jay Gould, no other cultural studies pro-
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ject brings before us with such perspicacity a subject that’s simultaneously
endearing, amusing, terrifying, mystifying,
well,
beneath the lens
es of contemporary semiological and ideological analysis. It is another acade
mic magnum opus for Mitchell — a vindication for him of theory and cultural
es and of a childhood love
— and
of the most
fun
to 
technology,
means
books
his
ven any of us might wish to read this year.
The Last Dinosaur Book, which is illustrated lavishly (not unlike those great
popularizations of science such as Carl Sagan’s Cosmos or James Burke’s Con
nections and The Day the Universe Changed) and sports lots of diagrams, longish
picture blurbs (in National Geographic fashion), and charts, starts from the
premise that the dinosaur is an imaginary object. Nonsense! scientists bark,
since they possess the fossils, museum reconstructions, and careers built upon
such hard reality to prove that dinosaurs “existed.” “Existence” and realness are
up for grabs in postmodern epistemology, however, and dinosaurs indeed do not
have the realness of dogs or horses. They are objects of pure theory, Mitchell
contends, that have transcended theoretical reconstruction in the minds and
hearts not just of a professional scientific community but of a gigantic, con
sumerist general public. What if dinosaurs turn out, Mitchell queries again and
again, to be like other “scientific” will-o’-the-wisps? Yes, we have the bones,
but do not dinosaurs ideologically or semiotically function in our cultural spaces
much as aether, phlogiston, or hysteria once did? Here’s the nub of Mitchell’s
whole project: we have constructed the “dinosaur” in part out of sheer roman
tic desire for a past and, in part out of “scientific knowledge” that is itself dri
by desires, tropes, rituals, and large though invisible cultural presumptions.
The many chapters that constitute Mitchell’s glorious book detail such cultur
al assumptions — scientific, popular, and commercial — in vivid, exuberant
detail.
Much of the early portions of the book are about the nineteenth-century
establishment of the dinosaur as a piece of scientific currency, with a focus on
the competitive museum-building and so-called “bone wars” that characterized
the formation of great paleontological collections. Yet Mitchell’s historical
account is cross-fertilized by nineteenth-century anthropological self-awareness:
in particular, he culls the anthropological theories of Durkheim and others
view “scientific” paleontology and dinosaur studies as forms of totemism. The
Lakota might have had the wolf, the Iroquois the bear or beaver; but if there’s
a totemic animal suited to modern American culture, it’s the dinosaur (77-83).
This strand of cultural semiosis finds direct expression, Mitchell contends, in a
contemporary TV commercial that shows a reanimated T. Rex skeleton in some
large metropolitan natural history museum casting its shadow among a collec
tion of Native American totem poles before approaching a museum guard only
to beg for some McDonald’s french fries! (74).
Mitchell’s attention to cultural juxtapositions such as this reveals
book’s
immersion in the forces of commercial as well as popular culture. His history
of the dinosaur is not just a scientific history but a history of how the dinosaur
has been used to promote or frame industry and
one in which the
dinosaur does nothing less than reflect the socioeconomic
of production
of capitalist culture. Early concept drawings of brontosaurus from the WWI
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era showed it standing against New York skyscrapers for scale (158-60); later
depictions, such as the famous murals produced by Rudolph Zallinger in the
1940s, display green dinosaurs, icons that, as Mitchell shrewdly declares, signi
fy not just the green wildness of jungles and the like but the customary “indus
trial
” of manufacturing and construction machinery (giant presses,
assembly lines, cranes, and the like). Such saurian semiotics take us directly to
the commercial uses to which the dinosaur was put in the well-known Sinclair
Oil ads that
the American imagination in the 1950s and 1960s, ranging
from illustrations on oil cans to World’s Fair panorama installations (168). This
mega-industrial iconography itself eventually gives way to the current iconog
raphy of the dinosaur: the post-Steven Spielberg dinosaur, which is not lum
bering or incompetent (and thus deserving of Darwinian selection-out) but
intelligent, adaptable, lean, mean, rapid — in short, an externalization of the
1990s Bush-era corporatist ideology that conquered America by forcing older
ways of doing business into extinction (204-5, 215). If there’s an enduring
for this neo-dinosaur of the 1990s, it’s the velociraptor that prowls the climax
of Spielberg’s Jurassic Park, bathed in the projected iconography of a genetic
formula, a sequenced DNA code contrived from thousands of nucleotide
strings. The dinosaur has thus gone from skyscraper analog automotive spiritus to postmodern “biocybernaut.”
The materials Mitchell gathers and analyzes make for the sort of enter
taining, pleasurable play characteristic of the best sort of cultural
work
published today. Thomas Jefferson’s writings on mammoth bones,
of
the earliest saurian reconstructions for the Crystal Palace exhibits of the 1850s
(which yielded weirdly bloated mammalian dinosaurs), cartoons and comics
from 1909’s Gertie the Dinosaur — the first animated cartoon in history — to
regular entries in
and Hobbes, blockbuster films (Willis O’Brien’s 1933
King Kong and Spielberg’s dino-films dominate here), the brilliant dino-scifi of
Italo Calvino
Karel Capek, mouth-watering paintings by Zallinger
more recently, by the “chromatically correct” Mark Hallett, evolutionistic mod
els of the brain (Carl Sagan’s The Dragons of Eden), and authoritative testimo
ny by our foremost paleontologists from Gould to Paul Cereno — all of these
medial forms, documents, and icons accumulate in order to force us to see that
the dinosaur, whom we’d taken for granted as
object of speculation, is us, is
in us. So, like a good poststructural iconologist writing with respect for sci
ence’s rhetorical master tropes, Mitchell advertises his centrally synthetic pose
in a revealing chiasmus: “We in the dinosaur; the dinosaur in us.” Industrial
cybertextual-corporatist, we children of the twentieth century project our
selves into our images of the dinosaur, making them versions of us. A range of
cultural self-inspections is projected into or onto the dinosaur: disenchanted
(we’re on the verge of dissipation or extinction), empowered (our industry and
productivity are on the upswing), juvenile (Barney-lovers all, we defenseless
kids are by turns big and fierce like T. Rex or gentle and cuddly like any big
dumb teddy bear), and so forth. Moreover, the dinosaur is structurally in us.
Enter, for instance, Carl Sagan’s multi-tiered description of the human brain
The Dragons of Eden (see Last Dinosaur
This now nearly discredited
model of encephalic structure and function posits a “reptilian brain” or r-com-
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plex at the human brain stem, a surrounding or superordinate layer called the
limbic system or “mammalian brain,” and, above or around that layer, the truly
human neo-cortex, seat of reasoning, language, abstraction, and so on. Sagans
model has been supplanted of late by hemispheral theory (right versus left brain
function), yet it continues to grip us
not just to its Darwinian authoriza
tion (Sagans layers correspond to phylogenetic stages of the developing human
brain) but to its trope of vertical hierarchy. Sagan himself speculated freely that
Freuds own three-tiered model of the mind (id/ego/superego) might just cor
respond to the structures of the diachronically vertical evolutionary brain (seeLast Dinosaur 203). Iconographically and semiotically, nonetheless, dinosaurs
do “live” in us just as we are “alive” in them. The process is one of mutual fig
uration, as Mitchell deftly demonstrates again and again.
I mentioned Mitchell’s attention to dinosaurs and the culture of juvenilia.
From lively Dino of The Flintstones to the insipid Barney, dinosaurs endear
themselves to our children (and to the children in us) because they empower
and estrange. Perhaps the most rewarding chapters in The Last Dinosaur Book
are those that intermittently take up the requisite pretending by children that
they’re T. Rex or apatosaurus or triceratops — strong, big, fierce, indestructible,
yet sad and melancholy, as all little children in our big world perforce must be.
But more important, dinosaurs furnish virtually all children with their first spe
cialized
technical language, with something they
“conjure with,” as
Mitchell puts it. In an age of post-classical education, knowledge of dinosaurs
oddly allows children to outshine their elders and intellectual betters in Latin
and Greek. Dinosaurs signify joy and power and
knowledge,
though this fact has escaped all observers before Mitchell, with the exception
of Stephen Jay Gould. Children seem to acquire science through
they obsess about dinosaurs; they come inhabit a world that is a hybrid of the
world of science and the world of pure romance, pure fantasy adventure. The
ure of the dinosaur
culture,is the pleasure of having obtained currencywork,
in two, nor 
mally exclusive domains: that of pure seriousness, achievement, formalism, and
up
that of pure play, retreat, indulgence, letting go.
Because he understands this so well, Mitchell has given us a successful book
on all counts. His concluding theoretical position on our own identity as mod
ern Americans, as humans, and as post-children reveals that his
particu
larly in the context of science studies today, provides nothing less than a mise en
abyme, if you will, of the pleasures I’ve found constitutive of litsci. The plea
sures of science,
and literature as I addressed them earlier in this essay
are conjoined in Mitchell’s analysis of the cultural effect of the dinosaur. A cul
tural history of the dinosaur, I think, explains just what the literature and sci
ence movement is all about, including how it is like and unlike its consanguine
interdisciplinary movements in science studies. In our age of “post-theory,” as
it’s been called, the inventive and sometimes maverick combination of science,
literature, and technology has given scholars in both the humanities and the
sciences a kind of metalanguage with which to conjure. I think that litsci helps
restore jaded academics to the zeal with which we originally entered the grown
world of letters, science, method, and achievement. (It thus enacts an insti
tutional desire not unlike that of the neobelletrists and neoimpressionists of the
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late 1990s — Frank Lentricchia et al. — who wish to take us back to another
institutional, pre-theorized childhood, that of beloved literature.) I don’t say
this in order to prioritize a psychoanalytical resolution of the whole picture.
Rather, I’m applying Mitchell’s own insights into the empowering effects of a
semiotic construct to the theoretical subfield (litsci) that nurtures and supports
his work. In the cultural work of literature and science, there’s indeed nothing
at all like The Last Dinosaur Book, a text invested in bold juxtapositions, inter
disciplinary freedom, theoretical richness and rigor, and, above all, play and
pleasure.
The Last Dinosaur Book is indeed a "crossover” book intended for audiences
wider than academia; as such, it joins the work of writers such as Michael
Berube. It celebrates a rare moment in academic publication, however: it
reaches both academic and general readers while it stages the interdisciplinary
ure of the literature and science movement itself, as well as the pleasure of
the child’s encounter with grown-up language and with otherworldly icons
and/or totems. If the literature and science movement is to survive and pros
per, if it is not to go the way of the dinosaur (in the old, pejorative sense), it
must not hunker down in science warfare with the Alan Sokals and Jean Bricmonts who launch assaults from the world of "real
” It must instead
keep cultivating the Tom Mitchells who are not just writing cultural histories
of America and its sciences but mapping the field of theory in toto.

science.
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